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Prologue 


WATER STREAMED OVER THE rocks, trickling down to splash into the pool 
below. The waterfall and the rustling leaves above joined together in a soft, 
pleasant sound that contrasted strangely with the nervous heartbeat of the 
creature waiting at the top. From here he could look over the drop and see 
the rolling slopes of the Southern Forest rising and falling all the way to the 
great river. He could hear the plentiful bamboo canes clacking gently 
together in the breeze, the chatter of pandas walking the panda path, the 
Calls of the birds. Cranes were fishing in the pool at the foot of the 
waterfall, spearing the little flashing fish with their long, sharp beaks. 

The creature at the top of the rocks settled back on his haunches, 
waiting and watching. Everything was prepared. 

Ill show Brawnshanks I can be trusted, he thought. I’II show him he 
was right to send me.... 

Ever since Brawnshanks had granted him an audience, the creature had 
been carefully waiting for the day when he could follow through on his 
promise. His opportunity would come soon, and when it did, he wouldn't 
hesitate. 


It was raining in the Broken Forest. He stood before the monkey leader, his 
shoulders set with determination even though the water running through his 
fur made him want to shiver. 

Brawnshanks was perched on the top of a pile of twisted and splintered 
branches, munching on the gingko fruits that the squad of trusted monkeys 
he called his Strong Arms had brought him. He peered down, a thoughtful 
look crossing his flat blue face. 

“You have chosen well, my friend,” Brawnshanks said. “You will be 
part of the dawning of a new age—an age where the Bamboo Kingdom will 
be free from the control of the Great Dragon. You will have an important 
role to play, if we’re to achieve this freedom.” 

The creature bowed his head in front of his new leader. “I am ready to 
serve.” 


“The Dragon Speakers must be destroyed,” said Brawnshanks, as 
casually as if he were mentioning that the sun would rise or rain would fall 
in the spring. “That will leave the Dragon alone and unprotected. First the 
Speakers must be separated from each other, and from the pandas. The 
white one, Ghost, the freak from the mountains, will be the easiest to 
remove. No panda truly trusts him, not even his siblings. He doesnt even 
trust himself. But the arrogant one, Rain, will be trickier.” 

“Rain is headstrong,” the creature agreed. “And she’s clever. It won't 
be easy to take her out. ” 

“Come closer,” said Brawnshanks, “and I’Il tell you what needs to be 
done.” 

The creature stepped forward and climbed halfway up one of the 
splintered trunks so that Brawnshanks could whisper in his ear. 

As he listened to Brawnshanks' plan, a wave of revulsion ran over him. 
But he shoved his feelings down, imagining himself burying them deep in a 
dark hole like the one at the center of the Broken Forest. Sacrifices would 
need to be made to free them all from the Dragon influence. Once it was 
over, he’d take his rightful place in the kingdom, and it would all have been 
worth it. 

“T’Il do it,” he said. 

“I know you will,” Brawnshanks replied. He reached out and placed 
one hand on the creature’s shoulder, as if to reassure him, but then his thin 
fingers gripped tight into the fur. “Fail me, and there will be a price to 


pay. +” 


“T won’t fail,” he whispered to himself now, so quietly he couldn’t hear his 
own voice over the gentle stream of the waterfall. “I can’t.” 

He tensed as the cranes in the pool suddenly stopped guzzling down 
fish, froze, and looked over their shoulder toward a clump of trees. Then 
they took to the sky, their long, spindly legs trailing as they flapped away. 

The thing that had startled them stepped out of the trees and paused to 
watch them take off. It was the one called Pebble. 

Exactly the panda I’m waiting for. 

Pebble snuffled around the ground by the pool and then began to make 
his way up to the top of the rocks, where the bamboo canes grew thick and 
green, hiding the creature who waited among them. Within a moment they 


would be almost nose to nose, but by the time Pebble saw the creature, it 
would be too late. 

Pebble’s death would be the last snowflake falling on the mountainside 
before the avalanche. 

The new age was about to begin. 


Chapter One 


RAIN FLOATED GENTLY BESIDE the bank of the river, feeling the currents 
running through her fur, the waving fronds of the weeds in the shallows 
tickling her paw pads. Her stone was balanced on her chest, droplets of 
river water sparkling on its deep blue surface. She held her breath, put one 
paw to her chest to hold on to the stone, and pushed herself below the water. 

Beneath the river the world was quiet, but in constant motion. Scales 
flashed as fish darted out of the way of the slowly sinking panda. Specks of 
dust and pieces of vegetation flowed around and past her. From here she felt 
as if she could reach out and touch every part of the kingdom. 

Great Dragon, Rain called silently, holding the blue stone tight. I need 
you. Please, if you're out there, answer me. 

She waited, suspended in the water, until her lungs burned with the 
effort of holding her breath. But there was no answer. 

She burst up from under the river, sucked in a deep breath, and let it out 
as a spluttering growl. 

“Come on!” she snapped, holding the stone in front of her face. “What’s 
the point of having this thing if you can’t even tell me when you’re in 
danger?” 

She took a steadying breath. 

“Sorry,” she said, although she was pretty sure by now that the Great 
Dragon could no longer hear her, whether she was cursing it or apologizing. 
“Pm sure you tried.” 

She swam over toward the bank and sat on a submerged rock, the water 
of the river lapping around her middle. It was a warm morning, and the 
river and the Southern Forest were quiet. Most pandas couldn’t possibly 
know that terrible danger had returned to the Bamboo Kingdom. 

Even I wouldn't have known, if Nimbletail hadn't risked her life to open 
my eyes to what’s really happening. 

How long would she have gone on as she always had, swimming in the 
river, spending time with Lychee, offering advice to the animals who came 
to ask her for it? She would have mourned the loss of her best friend, 


Pebble, and her own mistakes with her brother, Ghost, but would she have 
known those things were part of a conspiracy to bring down the Dragon 
Speakers—and the Dragon itself? 

Someone had killed Pebble. It had seemed like Ghost might have been 
responsible, and in her grief she*d told him he was no Dragon Speaker and 
sent him away . . . but, deep down, she knew it had been a mistake. After 
everything Nimbletail had told her, she was certain Pebble’s murder had 
been intended to isolate Ghost from the other pandas, from everyone, so 
that the two snow leopards could chase him into the mountains and kill him. 

I will not believe he's dead, she told herself. I refuse to give up on him 
again. I’ve done that too many times. 

But until she knew for sure, that left only Leaf and Rain to face 
Brawnshanks and stop his plans . . . and last night, as the pandas were 
finishing a subdued Feast of Moon Rise, a pair of shivering red pandas had 
run into the feast clearing with more bad news. Leaf was missing. In the 
terrible twilight of the Dark Sun, she had walked away from them and 
vanished. 

Guilt and fear had wrapped themselves around Rain like vines, and she 
still felt them tugging at her now. She longed to run off into the forest, 
search for her sister, and find out the truth about Ghost—but she couldn't. 
There was a killer in the Prosperhill, and as Dragon Speaker she had a duty 
to protect the pandas of the Southern Forest. 

Now I’m the only Speaker left, Rain thought, holding the blue stone just 
below the water’s surface, watching the sparkling patterns of the ripples 
crossing over and over it. Did Brawnshanks get to Leaf, too, like he got to 
Ghost? Like he got to the Dragon itself? 

Nimbletail had said that the monkeys had used trickery and cruelty to 
force the Dragon to split into two: the Light and Dark Dragons, the way 
they had existed once a long, long time ago. They’d thought that the 
Dragons would be weakened, and so the monkeys would be able to destroy 
them for good. But instead of two Dragons, they got three: one light, one 
dark, and one that was somehow neither. And then all three of them had 
disappeared, much to Brawnshanks’s fury. Rain actually smiled to herself, 
imagining the monkey leader’s frustration that his plan had come so close to 
working, only to fail after all. 

Just for a moment, after Nimbletail had told her everything that had 
happened to the Dragon, the stone had changed. It had turned from deep 


blue to clear, like water or ice, with shattered rainbow reflections in its 
depths. Then it had gone back to normal. 

“What does it mean?” she had wondered aloud. 

The stone had stayed silent. 

Whatever and wherever the Dragons were now, they weren’t destroyed, 
and that meant that there was still hope. 

Even if I cant use the stone, I wont let the monkeys get hold of it, Rain 
thought. The way it changed . . . it must mean something. If the monkeys 
find out about that, I bet they’Il want to take the stone. 

I should hide it. 

Could she put it under a rock at the bottom of the river? It would be 
risky—if she didn’t weigh it down hard enough, it could be taken by the 
current. Few creatures except her would have the strength to swim down 
there and get it, but that was also why it would be the first place any 
monkey would think to search. 

No, she would have to find another hiding place. 

She got up, shook the water from her hindquarters, and began to look 
around the bank, but she knew that it was probably still too obvious to slip 
the stone between the mossy tree roots or into an old, abandoned alligator 
burrow. She decided to head inland, but not up the panda path—even 
though several of the Prosperhill pandas had left to find their own 
territories, it was still the busiest route from the river to the feast clearing. 
She clambered up over some rocks and scrambled uphill, until she found 
herself standing on a moss-covered rock just out of sight of the river, 
surrounded by huge bamboo canes, some of them almost as wide as her leg. 
One of them made a pleasing thunk noise as she shouldered past and it 
clanked against the one beside it. 

Hmm, Rain thought. She rose up on her back legs, took hold of the 
bamboo and carefully bent it toward her. Sure enough, the inside of it was 
hollow. 

“Rain?” came a voice from below the rock, hidden by the curtain of 
thick bamboo. “Is that you up there? Is everything all right?” 

She got up on her hind legs and peered through a gap between the 
bamboo canes. She was reassured to see Lychee’s distinctive eye markings, 
the larger patches of black that almost met up with the black of his ears. 

“Yes, everything’s fine,” she lied. “Just looking for good bamboo for the 
feast.” 


For a moment Rain thought about letting him know what she was really 
about to do. So far she’d kept him sheltered from everything that was going 
on, but if she was going to fix all this, she would need more allies than 
Nimbletail the monkey spy. 

But if the monkeys found out he knew where the stone was, they*d hurt 
him or throw him in one of their pits, she thought. 

So instead she moved quickly, rolling the stone into the hollow of the 
bamboo cane and then gently releasing it. The stone made a musical bonk- 
bonk-bonk sound as it dropped to the very bottom. 

There. Now only I know where it is, she thought, and only a pandas 
jaws would be strong enough to break open the bamboo and get it out 
again. 

She hurriedly snapped off a thinner bamboo cane and dragged it with 
her as she clambered down to the spot where Lychee was waiting. 

“Were you looking for me?” she asked, giving him a soft nudge with her 
nose to the side of his cheek. “Does someone need a Dragon Speaker?” 

“Only me,” said Lychee with a small smile. He blinked at her for a 
moment, with a thoughtful expression creasing the fur on his forehead. 
“Rain . . . I know everything’s been hard since we lost Pebble. But I 
wondered if there's something else . . . well, you don’t have to talk about it, 
but I just wanted to say, you know I’m here for you, right?” 

Rain blew out a long breath. 

“I know,” she said. Looking into his deep brown eyes, she was sure she 
could confide in him—but she still knew that revealing too much would put 
him at risk. 

“Im sure that Leaf will be okay,” Lychee offered. “If you're really 
worried, perhaps we can send someone to look for her. Crag might like the 
distraction. Or I’m sure Peony would go, if you asked her. I know she’s 
come to think of Leaf as a daughter too. .. .” He trailed off. 

Rain shook her head, letting out a sigh. “Oh, Lychee. You're right. But I 
just wish Leaf were all I was worried about.” 

She slumped down to sit with her back against the mossy rock, and 
Lychee sat down beside her. She paused for a moment, trying to decide 
what she could tell him that wouldn't put him—or her informer, Nimbletail 
—in danger. 

“I don’t think Ghost killed Pebble,” she said at last. Lychee blinked at 
her, his muzzle falling open in shock. 


“But . . . but we all saw...” 

“Did we?” Rain said. “We saw him covered in blood—but he arrived 
after we’d found Pebble’s body. Blossom and Ginseng said they’d seen him 
earlier, but I still don’t trust them. And if Ghost was right about the snow 
leopards...” 

Lychee was nodding slowly, but frowning at the same time. “But if it 
was the leopards, what reason would Blossom and Ginseng have to lie 
about it? What really did happen?” 

“I don’t know,” Rain said. “But I have a horrible feeling that we made 
Ghost give up his stone and run away for nothing.” 

Lychee let out a low “wow.” Then he reached out, slowly, and put his 
paw over Rain’s. “Listen, you’re his sister. You know him better than any of 
us. If you think Ghost is innocent, then I believe you.” 

Rain smiled up at him, warm gratitude filling her heart, even though a 
tiny shard of doubt was still lingering there too. “I knew him as well as any 
of us, but that wasn’t very well,” she admitted. “And you're right about 
Blossom and Ginseng—it doesn’t quite add up. I could still be wrong about 
all of this.” 

Lychee stood up, making a determined face. “If you’re not sure, then we 
have to look into it, right? We can’t let Ghost suffer for something he didn’t 
do.” 

“What can we do?” Rain asked. 

“Well... I wonder if Dawn and Frog saw anything strange about the 
body, when they were preparing Pebble’s death feast?” Lychee said slowly. 
“We could ask them.” 

Rain nodded, and got up to follow him back to the feast clearing. There 
wasn’t much chance that Dawn and Frog could help, but it was still better 
than any idea she’d had on her own, and she was grateful for it. 

She shivered as she walked, thinking of the last farewell the pandas had 
given to Pebble. She had hardly been able to look at the blanket of fresh 
bamboo and white iris flowers that had covered the rock representing his 
body. The bamboo was a feast to give him strength for his final climb to the 
stars, and the flowers, Pebble’s mother had told her, were to shine in the 
dark and light his way there. 

Dawn was in the feast clearing when Lychee and Rain arrived. Her son, 
Frog, and his young friend, Fir, were tumbling in a pile of creaking bamboo 


that Dawn was trying to move from one spot to another. Rain smiled as she 
saw them playing together. 

“Dawn,” Lychee said, hurrying up to the panda. “Can Rain and I have a 
word?” 

“Of course,” said Dawn, dropping the bamboo. Frog and Fir cheered in 
victory. 

“I'd like to talk to Frog, too,” said Rain. “It's . . . it’s about Pebble’s 
farewell.” 

At once, Frog's face turned solemn, and he stood up and picked his way 
out of the bamboo pile to join them. 

“What do you want to know?” Dawn asked gently. 

Rain wasn't sure how to say what she wanted to know, so after a 
moment's pause, she forced herself to just come out with it. 

“You moved the body,” she said. “You saw it close up. Are you sure that 
Pebble was killed by a panda?” 

Frog's eyes went wide, and he looked up at Dawn, who shifted her paws 
uncomfortably in the grass. 

“Well... yes,” she said. 

“Are you absolutely certain?” Rain pressed. “Try to forget what 
happened with Ghost. If you'd only seen the body, would you still think 
that's what happened?” 

“Yes,” said Dawn. “I—Rain, are you sure you want to hear this?” 

Rain looked down at her paws for a moment. “I’m sure,” she said. “Tell 
me.” 

“It was the wound,” Dawn said. “On his neck. It was so large, and 
so . . . so deep. It could only have been a panda’s jaws that did that. I wish it 
weren’t true,” she added, in a rush. “I don’t understand why Ghost did it— 
but he did. And you did the right thing by sending him away.” 

Rain stared at Dawn for a moment, then forced herself to nod, and even 
to give a sad smile to Frog. 

“Thank you for answering my questions,” she said. And she walked 
away before she could say anything else. Dread was filling her heart, hot 
and sharp, while the grief of Pebble’s death was a chill ache in her bones. 

Lychee followed her as she crossed the feast clearing and sat down at 
the top of the slope, staring out at the river and the Northern Forest, the 
White Spine Mountains invisible behind the rolling hills and banks of 
cloud. 


“Pm sorry,” said Lychee, sitting beside her. “I wanted to believe it too.” 

Rain shook her head. 

“I still don't think he did it,” she said. The truth had come into sharp 
focus for her as soon as Dawn had told her what happened. Brawnshanks 
might not have done the deed, but he was behind it all. “I’m not giving up. 
But I’m scared. I’m scared of what this means.” She turned to look at him. 
“Lychee, a panda killed Pebble—and got away with it. There’s a murderer 
in the Prosperhill.” 


Chapter Two 


SNOW WAS FALLING OVER Ghost's back in soft flurries, drifting down from 
the distant top of the Endless Maw. He sat at the bottom of the chasm, 
enclosed by the icy cliff walls, among the few undaunted pine trees that 
grew out of the deep snowdrifts. Icicles hung from their branches, catching 
the shifting light. 

Ghost reached out a paw and gently placed it on the side of the skull in 
the snow in front of him. It was the skull of his adoptive mother, Winter the 
snow leopard. She had fallen into the chasm while saving his life, and now 
he had found her again, her bones intertwined with soft white flowers. He 
stroked the petals with his paw pads, imagining them as Winters new pelt, 
their spiky green stems as her new whiskers. 

He knew he couldn’t stay here for long. He had to find Shiver, his 
littermate who had his Dragon Speaker stone. He had to return to the 
kingdom and reunite with his sisters. Together they would find a way to 
defeat Brawnshanks, the golden monkey who’d orchestrated it all: Pebble’s 
death, Ghost’s failure as a Dragon Speaker, everything that had gone wrong 
for him in the last moon. Brawnshanks was the one who’d sent Brisk and 
Sleet, the snow leopards who’d always hated Winter and her cubs, to ruin 
Ghost’s life. Ghost’s limbs still ached from the fight against them, which 
he’d thought might be his last. There was blood frozen in the fur at his neck 
and across his muzzle. If Nightwalker hadn’t saved him, he would have 
been dead at the bottom of the Maw beside his mother. 

It was hard to leave Winter, now that he’d found her again, but he knew 
he had to go. There was so much to do. 

“It's time,” said Nightwalker. Ghost looked up into the wide, striped 
face of the young tiger who had brought him safely here, through the secret 
icy tunnels from the top of the Maw. Her voice was not as low and 
rumbling as Shadowhunter’s had been, but it filled the Maw with strange 
echoes when she spoke. “Now that you know how to get here, you can 
come back and visit. But we have a lot to do.” 


Ghost nodded, a strange thrill prickling under his fur. It wasn't the first 
time Nightwalker had seemed to know what he was thinking. 

“How do we get out of here?” Ghost asked, looking up and down the 
Maw. To the north, the gap between the cliffs eventually closed, a huge 
bank of snow ending in sheer icy rock. To the south, he knew that the 
chasm walls opened onto a cliff drop that would be just as deadly to a 
falling panda as attempting to jump across the top. 

“Follow the snowmelt,” said Nightwalker. “The water made the tunnel 
we came down, and it didn’t stop here. Come on, Pl show you.” 

With a last look back at Winter’s bones, and a silent promise that he 
would return, Ghost turned and followed the tiger along the bottom of the 
chasm. 

Just as the entrance to the tunnel had been hidden on the ledge at the top 
of the cliff, this one was invisible to Ghost until he almost had his nose 
pressed to it. Nightwalker padded toward the south, into the cold snowy 
light, and stopped abruptly in the shadow of a small pine tree that was 
trying its best to grow out of the stone. She nosed at the roots, and her warm 
breath melted away a thin sheet of ice, revealing another cave beyond. She 
shouldered through the hole, and Ghost followed. 

Inside, the cave was dim, but not dark. Holes in the side of the cliff let 
in beams of soft sunlight, which were caught and reflected by a ceiling 
covered in huge, dripping icicles. Ghost shivered again, half awed by the 
sight of the ice glowing as if lit from within, and half scared of what would 
happen if one of the icicles broke off and fell on his head—and, sure 
enough, as Nightwalker led the way deeper into the cave, he saw the 
occasional huge chunk of ice lying shattered where it had fallen onto the 
stone. 

No matter how deep they went, the shifting eerie light still played across 
the ceiling and the walls. Ghost suddenly remembered the cave where he 
had found the Dragon Speaker stones—the odd seam of glowing crystal that 
formed the shape of a dragon. Perhaps the rocks of this cave were made of 
similar stuff. 

“It's like the ice is lighting the way,” he breathed, staying close to 
Nightwalker as she led him deeper, along a gently sloping path into the side 
of the cliff. 

“Perhaps it is,” said the tiger. 


As they walked, Ghost looked down and saw the paw prints that 
Nightwalker was leaving in the snow. His own paws, which he thought of 
as large and clumsy, fit easily in her prints with room to spare. And he was 
fairly certain she wasn’t fully grown. His skin ached with the memory of 
the snow leopards’ teeth in his neck—what would it be like to be caught in 
the jaws of a tiger? He had seen Shadowhunter in battle. It was a terrifying 
sight. 

“You said Shadowhunter was your uncle,” Ghost said. 

“He was,” said Nightwalker. “My mother’s littermate. We come from 
the other side of the White Spine Mountains.” 

The other side? Ghost knew it was silly to think there was nothing on 
the other side of the mountain peaks—Winter had sometimes told stories 
she’d heard from her mother, and her mother’s mother, about the lands on 
the other side. But all the same, it was so far away and so hard to get there, 
he couldn't imagine making that journey. 

“What's it like, where the tigers live?” he asked. 

“It's green,” said Nightwalker. “And much warmer than this. I was born 
in the deep forest, where it's lush and dark and there are pools of still water 
to lie in.” 

They walked a little farther in silence, before Nightwalker craned her 
neck to look back at Ghost and said, “Were you there? When Shadowhunter 
died?” 

Ghost swallowed. “Yes,” he whispered. “He died to save me and my 
sisters. He ran into Dusk—the traitor who was pretending to be the Dragon 
Speaker—and shoved him into the pit inside the Dragon Mountain. They 
both fell.” 

“Well... good,” said Nightwalker. “He would have wanted to take the 
impostor down with him. It was his duty, as Watcher. I remember when he 
heard the call again and left to find you three—I was just a cub, but I knew 
there was something wrong. He would have wanted to make it right.” 

“Do you miss him?” 

Nightwalker didn’t answer for a moment. “We knew he must have died, 
when I heard the call,” she said. “But it doesn't feel like he’s gone. In some 
ways, he’s with me every step. I’m sure your mother is the same,” she 
added. “As long as we try to make them proud, they’re with us. Don't you 
think?” 


“I hope so,” Ghost said. “I’m certainly glad you're here. I think the 
three of us need a Watcher. It’s been . . . difficult. The first thing we have to 
do is find Shiver, because I sent her away with my Dragon Speaker stone.” 
He hesitated. “It was after my sister said I’d killed Pebble, her best friend.” 

Nightwalker’s head turned again, and she stared at him for a moment 
before pacing on. 

“You really do need my help,” she said. 

More than you know, Ghost thought. Just having Nightwalker with him 
was making him feel bolder with every step. He’d even stopped looking up 
at the softly glowing icicles on the ceiling with apprehension. He watched 
her striped tail swishing in front of him, and considered what she’d said 
about Shadowhunter: We knew he must have died, when I heard the call. 

That means the Great Dragon is out there, he thought. It sent her here, 
for us—for me. That means there’s still hope that I could be a good Dragon 
Speaker. There must be. 

The light in the cave grew brighter, and all of a sudden Nightwalker 
seemed to be swallowed up by the glare. Ghost hurried after her and found 
himself on the gentle slope of a snowy hillside, blinking in the daylight. He 
turned and looked back at the cave entrance behind them. It wasn’t quite as 
perfectly camouflaged as the icy opening at the bottom of the Endless Maw, 
but there was no hint that it led to a wondrous kingdom of glowing ice. 

“This is where I leave you for now,” said Nightwalker. 

Ghost’s head snapped around and he stared at her. “What? I thought you 
were here to help me!” 

“And I did,” the tiger said. “I saved your life. You can do the next part 
on your own. Find your littermate, get the stone. I'll see you again soon,” 
she added with a softer tone to her voice, and she even stepped up to him 
and rubbed her cheek against his, like Shiver would. He couldn’t imagine 
Shadowhunter doing any such thing. “But I have a much more urgent 
mission now. It’s Leaf.” 

Ghost’s heart sank as if it was suddenly made of rock. “What about 
her?” 

“She’s missing,” said Nightwalker. 

“Oh... oh no.” Ghost sighed. He squeezed his eyes closed, cringing 
with guilt. “It’s my fault,” he said. 

“Why do you say that?” Nightwalker asked, sitting down in the snow. 


“I told her she shouldn’t be a Dragon Speaker,” Ghost said. 
Nightwalker’s head tilted curiously, but she said nothing. Ghost hung his 
head and pawed at the snow in front of him. “It was the last time I saw her. 
Brisk and Sleet were attacking the red pandas. We managed to fight them 
off, but three red pandas died. Then I told Leaf what had happened with 
Rain and Pebble, and she seemed to think I could have killed him, and I 
shouldn’t be a Dragon Speaker, sol... I said that after she let this happen 
to the red pandas, maybe she shouldn’t be one either. That’s why it’s my 
fault.” 

Nightwalker sat placidly while he told her all of this, and by the end he 
felt desperate for her to say something. At last she licked her muzzle with 
her large tongue and said, “You need to stop doing that.” 

“Doing what?” Ghost asked. 

“Blaming yourself for everything that goes wrong. Leaf’s doubts were 
settled in her heart before you said anything; you didn’t put them there. 
Something much darker has happened to Leaf than a disagreement with her 
brother.” 

Ghost sat down in the snow with a thump. He hadn’t thought of it like 
that. It was comforting to hear that it wasn't his fault—but what did 
Nightwalker mean by “something much darker”? 

“I will help Leaf,” said Nightwalker. Her tail swished, sending little 
clouds of snow scattering. “You go and find your littermate, find the stone 
—and be careful. We humiliated those leopards up there. They will kill you 
if they get the chance.” 

“T’ll be careful,” said Ghost. “Thank you. I hope you find Leaf quickly.” 

“So do 1,” said Nightwalker. 

She turned and walked away, crossing the hillside with long strides and 
leaping with feline grace up and over a pile of rocks, and then she was 
gone. 

Ghost sat for a moment, enjoying the feel of the sunlight on his white 
fur and thinking. He had to find Shiver, and his best guess about where 
she’d go hadn’t changed—it would be their old den in the side of the cliff. 

But the last time he’d tried to go there, he’d found Brisk and Sleet 
waiting for him. 

They have no idea where I am now, he thought. And if they do go back 
to our den, and Shiver goes there too, I should be there. She shouldn’t have 
to face them alone like I did. 


So, despite the unease of retracing his steps into what might well be 
another ambush, he set off for Winter’s den. 

This time, as he approached the cliff face, he paused at the edge of the 
small copse of trees and watched the slope carefully. There were fresh 
tracks there: snow leopard tracks. Someone had been here since the fight 
he’d had with Brisk and Sleet in the snow. But which leopard was it? 

He crept closer, sniffing all the time to try to pick up a scent that would 
tell him if he was following his littermate or his enemies. But all he could 
find was the familiar musty smell of the cave. His heart squeezed a little. 
After all this time, it still smelled of Winter, and of home. 

His thoughts were interrupted by a skitter of stones, and he looked up at 
the mouth of the cave. Something had moved there, something with a bushy 
white tail. He glanced about and found a rock big enough to hide him, and 
dodged behind it just as he heard the sound of paws on snow. Was that the 
sound of more than one leopard? For a moment his heart sank. They got 
here before me.... 

But when he peered out, he realized that these leopards were bigger, 
more fully grown than Brisk and Sleet. Despite their leaner profiles and 
even longer tails, Ghost recognized them. 

“Snowstorm!” Ghost gasped, coming out from behind his rock. “Frost!” 

Ghost’s littermates startled, and stared at him and then at each other. 
Then both of them broke into a bounding run toward Ghost, beaming with 
happiness. They skidded through the snow to his side and Snowstorm 
wound all around him, tickling his nose with her huge tail and butting her 
head into his shoulder, while Frost licked his forehead with his big rough 
tongue. 

“Ghost, what are you doing here?” Snowstorm asked. 

Ghost didn’t answer yet. There was too much to say. He just buried his 
face in Frost’s chest fur and let the warmth of his littermates surround him. 


Chapter Three 


DASHER CLIMBING FAR LAY sprawled along a branch of the tree, his chin 
resting on his front paws, watching the sunrise slowly creep across the 
Bamboo Kingdom below. All around him, the other red pandas mostly sat 
in exhausted silence. A few still talked in low and rasping voices, thick with 
emotion, telling stories of those who’d been lost, sharing memories of 
bravery or kindness or skill or funny foolishness. The names of the dead 
seemed to hang in the air, like spirits carried on the breath of their friends 
and family. Roller. Gatherer. Darter. 

With the rising of the sun, the vigil for the lost was ending. It had been a 
long night. The red pandas had watched the clouds passing over the stars, 
thinking about the three they’d lost and sharing stories of their lives. 

Tragedy had struck the red pandas before, but never quite like this. They 
were so far from home, and nothing was as it should be. All night, even 
when Dasher was consoling Roller’s mate, Hopper, or talking with his 
mother, Seeker, about his cousin Darter’s love of chasing fish in the river, 
Dasher couldn't stop thinking about Leaf. 

Where is she? Did the leopards come back and take her after all? Why 
was there no sign of a fight? 

What do we do now? 

Some of the Leaping Highs, who hadn't lost a family member in the 
leopard attack, had already left. They were heading for the Southern Forest 
to tell Rain that her sister was nowhere to be found, while the Climbing 
Fars and Digging Deeps stayed behind to hold the vigil. 

Now, as the dawn flowed over the hillside, the light warmed the fur of 
the red pandas and they began to stir, washing their white faces and striped 
tails. 

“The sun has risen. The vigil has ended,” declared Runner Healing 
Heart, the elderly red panda who helped all the families when one of them 
was sick. 

“All right,” said Breaker Digging Deep, in a tired but firm voice. He 
stretched his large body out along the branch and dug his claws into the 


bark. “Let's go home to the Slenderwood. There's no reason to stay here 
any longer.” 

“But what about Leaf?” asked Jumper Climbing Far, his tail twitching 
uneasily as it dangled from the branch he sat on. “What about the fire?” 

“There is no fire,” said Racer Climbing Far. She wound between two 
other Climbing Fars, lithe and anxious, to get to Jumper’s side. “Leaf was 
wrong. She took us from our home for no reason, and now she’s abandoned 
us here, to be eaten by leopards!” 

“That's not fair,” said Dasher’s mother. “It's Leaf—she’s our Dragon 
Speaker and our friend. I’m sure whatever choices she made, she was trying 
to help us.” 

“It was the pangolins,” Dasher put in. He stood and walked up the 
branch to join the rest of the red pandas, who were gathering closer together 
to have this discussion. “Leaf was following the advice of the pangolins. 
Some of them told her we were in terrible danger. You can't blame her for 
trying to protect us!” 

“Well, she failed,” said Breaker. 

“And where is she now?” demanded Racer at the same time. 

Dasher flinched. “IT... I don’t know.” 

“Could we have been wrong about her?” Thumper asked, nervously 
rubbing his front paws over his pale face. “We’ve been tricked by false 
Dragon Speakers before. That Dusk . . .” 

“You can’t compare Leaf to Dusk,” Dasher said, his heart squeezing as 
he searched the faces of his family and friends. They couldn’t really be 
talking about this! “None of this is her fault. She fought the leopards off!” 

“Maybe that’s what she wanted you to think,” Breaker muttered. 

Dasher growled and reared up on his back legs, and Breaker did the 
same. For a moment they faced each other, frozen. Dasher held his position, 
his front paws raised in confrontation, though he knew that if he lost 
balance, he could fall out of the tree... . 

“Either way,” said Runner, climbing down from his branch to stand 
between Breaker and Dasher, “I agree that we should return to the 
Slenderwood. Perhaps Leaf has saved us already. Perhaps the pangolins 
were mistaken. But we can’t stay here. Do you both agree?” 

“Agreed,” said Breaker, returning to all four heavy paws with a 
dismissive flick of his tail. 


Dasher sat back on his haunches, and hesitated. “I... you’re right: We 
can’t stay here,” he said at last. “But Leaf was just trying to help us.” 

“She betrayed us,” said Hopper. She turned a baleful stare on Dasher, 
and he instinctively put his front paws down and sat back, low to the 
branch. “She led us here, and Roller died, and then she just walked away.” 

“I don’t know what's happened to her,” Dasher said. “But I know Leaf. 
She would never have wanted this.” 

His mother walked along the branch to him and curled her tail across his 
shoulders. “I’m sure Leaf will be all right. It’s time for us to go home.” 

Dasher didn't answer. He clung to the tree branch, digging his claws 
into the bark. 

One by one, the rest of the red pandas began to climb down from the 
tree, looking around with their white ears flicking back and forth, alert for 
any sign of the snow leopards. They each passed by the small, sad heaps 
where the three dead red pandas lay under a thin layer of stones and grass. 
Some of them stopped and bowed their heads; others flinched away and 
averted their eyes. 

Dasher sat on the branch until the very last moment. He looked out over 
the kingdom again, scanning the hillside, the mountain above them, and the 
tree line below. Dark clouds were gathering over the Northern Forest. The 
air was warm, but thick with tension. There was going to be a storm. 

Leaf didn’t abandon us, he thought. But she did leave. She's out there 
somewhere. She’ all alone. 

“Dasher, come on,” called Jumper. “We can rest after we've gotten 
away from this horrible place.” 

Dasher climbed down from the tree and stood looking at his family and 
friends. 

“I’m not coming,” he said. 

“What?” said Seeker, rushing back up the slope to stand beside him. 
“No, Dasher, you need to stay with us!” 

“I can't abandon Leaf,” Dasher said. “She’s out there somewhere, and 
she might need my help. Pll find out why she left us, and bring her back.” 

Most of the other red pandas looked concerned, ears flattening to their 
heads and tails puffing up anxiously. But Seeker just sighed. She rubbed her 
cheeks against Dasher’s and licked the top of his head. 

“Please be careful,” she said. “Find Leaf if you can, but come back to us 
in one piece.” 


“Of course,” Dasher said, faking a confident purr. “I always do, right?” 

Seeker nodded. “So far,” she said. “Good luck. We’ll be in the 
Slenderwood when you want to come home.” 

“Thank you,” Dasher said, and returned his mother’s affectionate lick. 
She turned and trotted away down the hillside, and the other red pandas 
followed her. One or two lingered to wave to Dasher with their paws or 
tails, but finally they had all disappeared around the rocks and into the tree 
line at the bottom of the slope. 

Dasher began to make his way uphill, toward the ridge at the top where 
he had last seen Leaf. 

Now that he didn’t have to keep his spirits up for his mother, or defend 
Leaf against Breaker and Racer, Dasher felt the weight of that last 
conversation land heavily on his back. 

It had been during the Dark Sun. That was one prophecy that had come 
true: the Great Dragon had spoken to Leaf, warning her that a Dark Sun 
would rise, and sure enough, in the middle of the day the sun had slowly 
vanished. It had been replaced, for a short time, by a black circle in a black 
sky, ringed with bright white light. Dasher had never seen anything so 
strange and frightening. And during that unnatural darkness, the leopards 
had attacked. Leaf’s brother, Ghost, had helped chase them off, and then the 
two pandas had fought, and Leaf had walked away to clear her head. 

I told her Pd go with her, but she told me I should stay with the others. I 
made her promise to come back soon. 

The sun eventually came back. Leaf never did. 

All he could do now was walk in the direction he*d seen her go. 

A rain shower began to patter down around him as he followed the ridge 
of the hill, until he ran out of ridge and had no choice but to descend the 
steep slope into a deep green valley. For a moment before he started 
downhill, the landscape opened up ahead of him and he could see the 
glinting of the river in the distance, but then it was hidden behind the trees. 

The clouds closed in, the rain coming down in buffeting sheets that 
pockmarked the ground and turned the dry earth beneath Dasher’s paws 
into rivers of mud. He tried to climb up onto rocks and tree branches, but 
they were too far apart, and he couldn't stay above the ground for very long. 
Eventually he gave up, sliding tail-first down a slope covered in wet, 
muddy grass. 


The air was still thick and warm, which was almost worse than the 
chilly drizzle of an ordinary rainstorm. Thunder rolled overhead, but there 
was no lightning, just a growing sense of oppressive gloom. 

Dasher pressed his flank against the side of a large rock to shelter from 
another battering wave of rain. Could he even find Leaf in this? He could 
barely see a few panda-lengths in front of his muzzle. The branches of the 
trees and the firs in the undergrowth swayed under the onslaught of the rain, 
moving like the rapids in the most dangerous parts of the river. 

Dasher let out a small growl as a fat raindrop fell right on his nose. 

The longer I wait here, the smaller the chances of finding Leaf. I have to 
keep going! 

But when he climbed up onto the rock he’d been sheltering beside, 
Dasher found himself looking down into a puddle that had collected in a dip 
on top of it, and he saw something glint and glitter in the water. The rain 
battered it, rolling it from side to side. 

It was a smooth, shiny green stone. 

Dasher’s heart sank as he grabbed the stone in both front paws, lifting it 
out of the puddle and up onto the rock. There was no mistaking it—the 
shining green color, the strange shape that would fit perfectly into an orb 
with its siblings. This was Leaf’s Dragon Speaker stone. 

But where was Leaf? 

He clutched the stone in his jaws and struggled on, fixing his gaze on a 
thicker patch of trees where he knew he’d be able to travel from branch to 
branch, and at least not be dragging his fluffy tail through the mud. He 
slipped and splashed his way down the slope toward them, but as he was 
about to scramble up the first slick trunk, he heard a voice from the roots. 

“Help!” it squeaked. “You, red one! Please, help me?” 

Dasher sniffed around the roots of the tree, still half-blind from the rain 
dripping down into his eyebrows, until suddenly he found himself nose to 
nose with the flat face of a bamboo rat. She was wiggling and splashing in a 
hole beneath a root, her little claws slipping on the mud as she tried to pull 
herself free. 

“Hang on!” Dasher said. He leaned down, and with his front paws 
carefully grabbed the rat by the scruff of her neck. He pulled and wiggled at 
the rat, while she squeaked in distress, but finally he tugged her free of the 
hole and put her down on the driest patch of grass he could find under the 
trees, which was not particularly dry, but at least seemed like solid ground. 


“Thank you,” gasped the rat, cleaning her face frantically with her front 
paws. “My den flooded! It's the Great Flood all over again! The Great 
Dragon is angry! Disaster is coming!” 

“It's just a storm,” Dasher said, trying to sound reassuring. He could see 
now that the bamboo rat looked elderly—she had patches of glistening gray 
skin visible under her balding fur, and her paws shook as she cleaned 
herself with them. 

“Disaster,” she said again. “You mind what I tell you, young cub. 
Something bad is coming. I would get to higher ground if I were you.” 

“I can't, I have to find my friend,” said Dasher. “Have you seen a panda 
come past this way?” 

The bamboo rat snuffled and cleaned her face again. “I heard something 
big walk by yesterday,” she said. “But I didn't see it. You get yourself to 
safety. Stay away from the river. I know I will.” 

And with another grateful nod to Dasher she scrambled away. 

Dasher thought about climbing a tree and waiting for the rain to stop, 
but the bamboo rat’s gloomy prediction kept coming back to him. It’s the 
Great Flood all over again... . 

He was too young to remember the Great Flood, but he’d heard plenty 
of stories from the older pandas and red pandas. It had rained for days. If he 
didn’t keep trying to find Leaf, he might never catch up with her! 

He climbed up into the trees, but there wasn’t much to get a solid paw 
hold on, even up here out of the mud. The branches wavered and sagged 
under the onslaught of the rain, and half of them were full of wet, angry 
birds who squawked and flapped their sodden wings at Dasher as he tried to 
pass. At last he slipped back down to the ground, expecting to have to cope 
with the mud, but instead of mud he was startled to find himself standing up 
to his belly in fast-flowing water. The bottom of the ravine had turned into a 
torrent, splashing around the trees and against the rocks. 

He struggled on for a few tail-lengths, but he couldn’t keep his grip on 
the muddy bottom of the new river, and he ended up half swimming, half 
slipping into the side of a rock. He pulled himself up out of the water and 
shook himself hard, though the droplets that flew off his fur just merged 
with the pounding rain. 

I cant do this, he thought. I have to shelter until it stops. But what if 
Leaf needs me? 


He turned the Dragon Speaker stone over in his paws, staring at the 
reflection of his eye in one smooth side, as if it could answer his questions. 

She would never give it up willingly, Dasher told himself. She must be in 
terrible danger. ... 

But doubt crept in, weighing him down like his waterlogged fur. What if 
the others were right? What if Leaf had simply left the stone behind, like 
she’d left the red pandas? Like she’d left him? 

The bamboo rat’s words came back to him. Dark times were coming, all 
right, and this storm was just the start. 


Chapter Four 


“WHEN WILL IT END?” said Fir, sticking her nose out from beneath the 
bamboo canopy for the fifth time, and reeling back with her muzzle 
dripping with rainwater. She shook herself, and a chorus of complaints went 
up from the other Prosperhill pandas who were sheltering beneath the 
canopy with her. 

“Sit down,” said Horizon. “The rain will stop when it stops.” She 
reached out a big paw and scooped her cub in close, licking at the water on 
her face. 

Rain watched her fellow pandas with an uneasy feeling in her stomach. 
The rain beat down on the Prosperhill outside the sheltered cave of bending 
bamboo, turning the panda path into a fast-flowing stream. Under the 
canopy it was damp and warm. The pandas sat huddled together, casting 
apprehensive glances at the foul weather. 

“It's a big one,” said Crag. “It hasn't rained like this in... more than a 
year.” 

No panda replied to that, but Rain was sure that most of them were 
thinking the same thing. Has it rained like this since the Great Flood? 

Rain tried to tell herself that it was just a normal storm, that there was 
nothing ominous about it. But the last time the kingdom had flooded, hadn’t 
it been because the Dragon Speaker had been betrayed by his own brother? 
What if the way she’d treated Ghost had brought this storm? What if it was 
something to do with what the monkeys had done to the Dragon? 

“It's not as bad as all that,” said Goji firmly. “Not yet, anyway.” 

The pandas fell into a tense silence, listening to the sweep and patter of 
the rain and the creaking of the bamboo. 

Are any of them thinking about Ghost too? Or about Pebble’s death? 

Rain tried to suppress the urge to stare at each panda in turn, to see if 
she could tell from sheer force of will which one of them might be guilty of 
her best friend’s murder. If it was a panda, it had to be one of them, unless 
one of the pandas who had left the Prosperhill to find their own territories 


had decided to return and kill Pebble. They’d have no reason to do that, but 
none of the Prosperhill pandas had had any reason to kill him either. 

What reason did they have to believe Dusk instead of me? A voice in the 
back of her mind needled at her, like a manul kitten in its mother’s fur. If 
they trusted the traitor and stood by while he beat Mother and me and 
threw us out of the territory, how can I trust any of them? 

She didn't want to think like that. That kind of thinking was what had 
kept her from making up with Pebble before he died. But she couldn't help 
it. Every panda here was under suspicion now. 

Well, almost every panda. 

Peony, her adoptive mother, was beyond suspicion. Fir and Frog were 
too small to overpower an almost-grown panda like Pebble, not to mention 
that she couldn’t imagine either of them choosing violence. 

She also didn’t think Pepper was strong enough to take on Pebble, and 
although Lychee would easily have the strength, he had only been in the 
Prosperhill for the last few moons, and he’d spent a lot of that time with 
Rain. She couldn’t see how he could have had time to make any enemies, 
let alone Pebble, who he knew had been Rain’s friend. The same might go 
for Goji, possibly. 

On the other side of the leaf were Blossom and Ginseng. They were 
chomping on some bamboo— which, Rain noted, Dawn had actually 
brought into the shelter. They’d been Dusk’s thugs, chasing the triplets 
halfway across the kingdom to try to stop them from reaching the Dragon 
Mountain. They were by far the most instinctively violent pandas Rain had 
met. 

But any panda could have done it, egged on by the monkeys, perhaps 
after an argument or some unknown lingering grudge. And that left far more 
suspects than Rain liked to think about. 

Ignoring the bamboo that the others had brought into the shelter, Pepper 
reached up and tugged down a pawful of leaves from the bamboo above 
them, and the bending cane deposited a shower of water right on top of his 
head. Fir and Frog rolled over and over laughing, and the tension under the 
canopy broke a little. Pepper turned his face to the sky. 

“I meant to do that,” he said haughtily, rubbing the rainwater over his 
face. 

At last the torrent of raindrops began to slow, until it was no more than 
a faint pattering in the treetops. Rain stepped out of the shelter of bamboo 


canes and immediately felt a huge drop of water smack her in the head from 
a tree branch above, but at least the sky was clearing and the streams 
weren’t running quite so fast. It was a relief to think this wasn’t going to be 
another Great Flood, but the air was still strangely warm and oppressive. 

“We should fetch some bamboo for the Feast of Sun Fall,” Rain said. 
“Peony, Lychee, will you come with me?” 

“Sure,” said Lychee, padding over to her side. Peony joined them, and 
Rain led them away, down the hillside through ferns that squelched and 
slipped underfoot. When they had moved away from the other pandas, she 
slid to a halt and turned to her mother and her friend. 

“I wanted to talk to you two,” she said. “Can you fetch the bamboo for 
me while I go and meet with Nimbletail?” 

“Of course,” said Peony, and Rain blinked gratefully at her mother. 
She’d hesitated over telling Peony about the golden monkey, not because 
she couldn't be trusted, but simply because she didn’t want to drag her 
mother into danger again. But Peony was a rock, and Rain needed that right 
now. 

Of course, there were things she still hadn’t told either of them. Like the 
fact that Nimbletail’s monkey leaders thought that Ghost was already dead. 
Like the fact that she’d said Rain was next. She hadn’t even told them about 
the terrible attack on the Great Dragon that had apparently split it into three. 
There was no point in panicking them. 

“Good luck,” said Lychee. “I hope she’s found out something useful.” 

“Me too,” said Rain. 


The blue-faced golden monkey was waiting for Rain by the riverbank, 
tucked into a sheltered space between two rocks. 

“Thank you for coming,” Rain said. 

Nimbletail’s bright fur was plastered to her skin, but she didn't look 
miserable—instead she met Rain's eyes with a determined stare, as if the 
storm had only hardened her resolve. “I’ve been reporting to Crookedclaw,” 
she said. “I told them everything we talked about last time—you’re well 
guarded, popular with the pandas, and suspicious of strangers. I’ve made 
you sound as difficult to get rid of as possible. Maybe that’ll buy us some 
time.” 

Rain nodded. “Tell them what strong jaws and sharp claws I’ve got 
too,” she said with a grimly satisfied smile. 


“What about you?” Nimbletail said. “Any luck on finding the killer?” 

“Not yet,” said Rain. “I’m trying to figure it out, and the more I think 
about it, the more certain I am that Ghost was framed. But why would any 
of the other pandas work with the monkeys? There must be something I 
don't know about one of them. What's more,” she added with a sigh, “I 
can't seem to contact the Dragon—any of the Dragons. My stone changed 
color for a moment, and then it went back to normal, but since then I 
haven't heard or felt a thing from it.” 

Nimbletail frowned, pulling on her tail to wring the water out of it. 

“I don’t know anything about the stones—but Pll try to ask the 
pangolins when I get back to the troop,” she murmured. 

“The pangolins?” Rain asked. “I thought you helped them escape and 
they ran away?” 

“I helped some of them escape,” Nimbletail said sadly. “There’s still a 
pretty big group of them being held captive under the Broken Forest. They 
know all about the Great Dragon, so I think Brawnshanks is holding on to 
them in case they know something he can use. Or in case threatening their 
lives again can help him.” 

A shiver ran down Rain's spine. “That's awful,” she said. “We have to 
free them! There must be a way.” 

“They're very well guarded now,” said Nimbletail. “I have a way of 
sneaking into the prison, but it's much harder since some of them escaped. I 
could never get a whole group of pangolins out of there at the same time.” 

“There must be something we can do,” Rain said. “Maybe I could ask 
someone to cause a distraction—maybe Lychee would—” 

Nimbletail startled, then pressed her sharp teeth into her bottom lip in 
deep uncertainty. 

“What?” Rain asked, her heart lurching as if she’d lost her footing on a 
slippery rock. “What do you know?” 

“Nothing for certain,” Nimbletail said. “But I saw Lychee in the 
Northern Forest yesterday, when I was heading back to report in to the 
monkeys. He was going the same way. I did think it was odd, but...” 

“Maybe he was going to spy on them,” said Rain. She could hear a 
defensive rise in her voice, and coughed. “Well, Ill ask him,” she 
conceded. 

“All right,” said Nimbletail. “You know your own pandas. Just be 
careful. There’s still some creature here working for Brawnshanks, and it 


could be a panda.” 

“I know,” said Rain. “And thank you for all this. I know you're taking a 
big risk.” 

Nimbletail shrugged. “It's all I can think of to do.” And with that she 
turned tail, leaped up into a tree, and vanished into the dripping canopy. 


Rain hurried back to the feast clearing and found Lychee there alone, 
dragging a tall bamboo cane into the middle of the open, grassy space. He 
dropped the cane and stopped to catch his breath. Rain knew how he felt— 
even without carrying bamboo, the climb back up the hill hadn*t been easy 
with the slick mud under her paws and the sun piercing the clouds, raising 
the temperature of the Prosperhill until the wet leaves almost seemed to 
steam. 

“Lychee,” Rain called out, and Lychee turned and lifted a paw to greet 
her. 

“How did... .” He paused, looking around, then carried on in a lower 
voice: “How did it go with Nimbletail?” 

“Interesting,” Rain said. “She's done a good job of talking up how 
difficult it would be to attack me, at least.” 

“Oh yes?” said Lychee. “What else?” 

Rain opened her mouth, ready to tell Lychee that Nimbletail had seen 
him in the Northern Forest. But something held her back. I know Nimbletail 
must be wrong, she said. But maybe I should watch Lychee myself first. Just 
for a bit. 

“Not much,” Rain said brightly. “Come on. It’s time for the feast.” 


Rain was halfway through the blessing for the Feast of Long Light when the 
next rumble of thunder came. The pandas all looked up into what seemed to 
be a blue sky and hurriedly tore into their bamboo, and, sure enough, they 
had only eaten half before the blue sky was completely shrouded in deep 
gray-purple cloud. Thunder crashed again, and the rain came pouring down. 
Rain took charge, helping drag the bamboo back to the sheltered place 
they’d been before. But this time, the already-waterlogged canopy couldn't 
hold the torrent dropping down on it, and the ground where the pandas had 
sat was quickly filling up with water and turning into a pond almost deep 
enough for Fir and Frog to swim in. 


Great Dragon, Rain thought, clutching the stone and closing her eyes as 
she turned her face to the sky. What do we do now? What if it's not safe 
here? 

She expected no reply, and didn't get one. But the answer came to her 
anyway. 

“Follow me,” she told them. “We’ll all get to higher ground, then at 
least we’ll know we won't be washed away. Let's go to the pine-tree ridge 
above the valley of rock columns, to the north. You all know it. If we get 
separated, we”1l meet there.” 

The pandas all nodded, and they followed Rain along the hillside, 
slipping and sliding as they took the shortest route she could think of to the 
high ridge, which meant descending the hill of the feast clearing and then 
climbing again on the other side of the valley. It wasn't far, but it was a 
difficult journey, with frequent stops to let pandas catch up when they’d lost 
their paw hold on the wet grasses and slippery rocks. Rain helped Fir up 
over a big rock, and dug her claws into the mud to brace Dawn's back as 
she scrabbled for a hold on a patch of ferns. By the time they’d made it to 
the flat top of the ridge and the wide tilting trunks of the pine trees, they 
were all exhausted. Rain stayed down on the ground, ready to offer help to 
any panda who needed it to get up into a tree, looking over the edge of the 
ridge at the steep cliff side and the valley below, dotted with rock columns 
that stuck up out of the ground like huge tree stumps. 

It was as she was about to climb a tree herself that she realized 
something was wrong. Someone was missing. 

Ginseng... 

She scanned the faces of the pandas who sat up in the branches. Where 
was he? And should she be worried for him . . . or for someone else? 

Her heart lurched as she realized that two other pandas were also 
missing. One was Blossom. The other was Lychee. 

Oh, why did it have to be him! But was his absence suspicious—or was 
he innocent and in trouble somewhere? 

“Lychee!” she called out, running to the edge of the ridge and trying to 
peer down, hoping against hope that she wouldn't see a black-and-white 
shape lying motionless below. She didn't. But that didn’t mean he was 
safe.... 

“Rain, come back!” shouted Peony. “We*ll never find him in this 
weather! He knows where we are.” 


Rain hesitated for a long moment, squinting and shaking her head to 
throw off the wet fur that was in her eyes. But Peony was right. 

Come back quickly, Lychee, she thought. I need to know I can trust you. 

She trudged back to the tree and climbed up beside her mother. 

“Blossom and Ginseng are missing as well,” she murmured. 

“T noticed,” said Peony quietly. “I hope they found somewhere better to 
shelter and just didn’t want to share it with the rest of us.” 

Rain nodded. “Let's hope so.” 

They spent a miserable afternoon perched in the pine trees, which were 
safe but not dry, watching the slope for any sign of any other panda. But 
finally, just before the time when they should have been eating the Feast of 
Sun Fall, a crackle of lightning lit up a flash of white fur struggling up the 
slope. Rain gasped, and leaned over the edge of the branch so far she almost 
tumbled face-first out of the tree. 

It was Lychee. There was no mistaking his large eye markings, even 
though he was covered in mud. He stumbled to a halt at the top of the ridge. 
Rain took a breath and was about to call out to him in relief, when he tried 
to take another step forward, fell down onto his side in the mud, and lay 
still. 

“Lychee!” Rain yelled, but now her voice was full of terror. She toppled 
down from the branch, dangling by her claws for a moment before dropping 
into the mud. She pounded across the wet earth to Lychee’s side and nudged 
his face with hers. 

He took a pained breath and struggled to sit up. “I'm all right,” he 
muttered. 

“Nine Feasts, you scared me!” said Rain. “What happened? I’m so sorry 
I didn’t realize you weren’t right behind me... .” 

“Something . . .” Lychee blinked hard and turned his head, and Rain 
suddenly saw that there was a small streak of red among the white fur on 
the top of his skull. “Something hit my head. It was . . . a creature, I think! I 
was behind everyone else, and I heard a kind of snarl, and something hit 
me, and then it all went black. I woke up halfway up to my ears in water. I 
could have drowned!” 

“A creature,” said Rain, “or two creatures? Because Blossom and 
Ginseng are missing as well.” 

Lychee’s eyes widened, and he shook his head slowly. “I... I don’t 
know. It could have been. I didn’t see them. When I came to, they were 


gone.” 

Rain let out a low growl, then stifled it for Lychee’s sake. She helped 
him to his paws and up to the trees, and a few of the other pandas also 
leaned down to grab the scruff of his neck and help him scramble up onto a 
good, stable branch. 

She took a breath. The potential killer in the group had rattled her, but 
she had to be able to trust some pandas. She couldn't make the same 
mistake she did with Ghost and turn on those closest to her. 

“Lychee,” she said. “Nimbletail did say something weird.” 

Lychee looked at her with open, honest interest, and Rain’s instinct to 
tell him the truth directly solidified. He had always been so straightforward 
with her, taken her at face value. She owed him the same. 

“She said that she saw you in the Northern Forest, when she was 
heading toward the Broken Forest to report in to the others.” 

“Oh, she saw me?” said Lychee at once, looking a little embarrassed. “I 
didn't realize.” 

“So it’s true? What were you doing?” Rain demanded. “And why didn’t 
you tell me?” 

“I was following Nimbletail, of course!” Lychee said. Rain frowned. 
“You see,” Lychee went on, “that’s why I didn’t tell you. It’s not that I don’t 
trust her, as such—it’s just . . . I needed to know for myself that she wasn't 
going to hurt you. We need to be so careful right now, and even if she was 
telling the truth, what if some other monkey followed her back? So I went 
after her.” 

Rain relaxed, shaking out her damp fur and sitting down. “Well, I wish 
you had told me, but... I guess I can see why you wouldn't. I probably 
wouldn’t have wanted you to go. And so? Did you find anything?” 

“Nothing suspicious,” said Lychee. “That’s why I didn’t mention it 
afterward, either. I followed her as far as I could, and didn’t see any other 
monkeys coming back with her. I satisfied my own worry, and you already 
trusted her. And I think you’re right. This time,” he added, with a little 
mischievous dip of his head. 

“T usually am,” said Rain, raising her chin haughtily. 

“Of course, I don’t know what I was thinking,” chuckled Lychee. Then 
he winced. 

Rain eyed the cut on his head. “Stay here,” she said. “Try to rest.” 


She made a circuit of the trees, padding through the splashing mud, 
staring out into the downpour as if she could challenge whatever was out 
there to come and get her. 

If Blossom and Ginseng did kill Pebble, did they target Lychee, too, 
because they know he’s close to me? she thought. Why didnt they kill him? 
If it’s some other creature working for Brawnshanks, which panda did they 
persuade to attack Pebble? Did Lychee just have a lucky escape . . . or was 
this some kind of warning to me? Are they coming after everyone I love? 
What if Peony’s next? What if they work their way through the Prosperhill 
pandas until there’s nobody left? 

Peony and Horizon began calling her, telling her to get back up into the 
tree, and she stopped pacing and climbed up beside them, but her mind felt 
like it was still down there, circling, searching for meaning in a landscape 
that was all thunderclouds and rare, painful stabs of lightning. 

At last the rain eased off again. The pandas stretched and relaxed, and 
the air felt a little fresher. They began to make their way from the trees in 
ones and twos, unhurried now that the immediate danger was past, though 
Peony reminded all of them to be careful as they went, and not to cross any 
stream they couldn’t see the bottom of. Rain’s heart swelled with love for 
her mother as she walked slowly back toward the feast clearing with 
Lychee, who was weaving a little from side to side. Peony was always so 
concerned for the well-being of every panda. It was awful to think that one 
of them might be thinking about repaying that kindness with violence. .. . 

Rain helped Lychee back to the nesting slope, where they found that 
half the nests had been washed away, but she managed to gather him some 
bamboo and find a good position among some ferns that had clung on 
through the storm. Then she went to look for Peony. 

Her mother was sitting on the hillside upstream of the feast clearing, 
looking down at the valleys around her, watching the water running down 
into the river. She smiled at Rain as she saw her approach. 

“It's a relief to see it subsiding,” she said. “In the Great Flood... . the 
water just rose and rose. If you were trapped on the lower slopes, there was 
no way to get to the high ground, even if you could make the climb. Your 
mother was so brave,” she added. “Orchid, I mean. She found a safe place 
to give birth, even when she’d lost Root and everything was falling apart 
around her.” 

Rain sat down next to Peony and leaned against her side for a moment. 


“Someone attacked Lychee,” she said. 

Peony startled. “He didn’t say. I thought he’d just slipped and hit his 
head on a tree or something!” 

“I don’t know exactly what happened, but I think someone’s attacking 
my loved ones. I don’t think the panda who killed Pebble did it because of 
some grudge they had with him. I think it’s been Brawnshanks the whole 
time. He made it happen, because he knew he could get Ghost to be there, 
and he knew that if it was Pebble—” She broke off, her throat closing over 
Pebble’s name. “He knew I wouldn’t be able to think straight.” 

“I miss him too,” said Peony softly. 

Rain nodded. She did miss Pebble. She missed his optimism. She 
missed the way his face lit up when they found really tasty bamboo. 

“But Lychee seems very nice,” Peony added, with a slight hint of 
mischief. 

“Mother,” said Rain. She brightened a little, though she made a 
pretend-shocked face at Peony. “Lychee is a very good friend, that’s all.” 

“The best mates are,” said Peony. Rain looked up at her mother’s face 
and saw a wistfulness there that made her heart squeeze. 

“Pm trying to tell you something,” she said. “I think they could come 
after you. And I think they must be here, watching me. And so I think . . . it 
might be better if you left the Prosperhill. Just for now. You can go and stay 
with Bay and Yew—you know they’d share their territory with you for a 
while if you asked.” 

Peony was silent for a moment. “You’ve really thought this through, 
haven’t you?” 

“All the way back from the ridge,” Rain admitted. 

Peony sighed. “I wish I could disagree,” she said. “But I think you 
need... clarity right now. And I think that if you’re worrying about me, 
you won’t be able to find it.” 

Rain pressed her forehead into her mother’s shoulder, burying her nose 
in the soft, damp fur as if she could hide completely under it like a newborn 
cub. 

“As soon as I’ve figured all this out,” she said, her words muffled, “PH 
bring you home. As soon as I think it’s safe.” 

Peony stood up, dislodging Rain from her shoulder, and then gave Rain 
a last lick on the nose. 

“Please be careful, Rain,” she said. “And I’ll see you again soon.” 


“So soon,” Rain echoed, as Peony hesitated, taking a deep breath, and 
turned and walked away down the hill. “I promise.” 

Peony cast a last fond look back at her daughter, and then passed 
between the fronds of a tall fern. In a few moments she was lost to sight. 

Her paws heavy, Rain turned around and walked back to the nesting 
hill. There was just one more goodbye left to say. 

When she got there, Lychee seemed more alert. He was chewing on a 
bamboo cane, stretched out flat on his stomach. Rain sat down beside him. 

“Lychee, there’s something I have to say,” she began. “I know that you 
don’t know what happened to you, but I just... I can’t take any chances. 
Brawnshanks, or whichever creature he has doing his dirty work, is 
targeting the pandas I’m close to. That means Peony, and it means you. 
Because we're together a lot. Because . . .” She paused, taking a deep 
breath. “I really like you.” 

Lychee’s eyes went wide, his large black markings climbing even closer 
to his ears in surprise. Rain rushed on, before he could interrupt her. 

“But that means you’re a target,” she said. “I don’t know if today was a 
warning or if they just failed somehow, but I can’t have you near me if it’s 
going to put you in danger, so you need to go. I’ve sent Peony away 
already.” 

Lychee stared at her and said nothing. For a moment she wondered if 
his head wound was worse than she’d thought—he looked dazed. But then 
he said, “I really like you, too.” 

Rain felt her face get hot under her fur, and pawed at the ferns of the 
nest. “Yes, yes, we like each other. Are you surprised? I’m not. I know you 
like me. Everyone knows, apparently. That’s why you’re in danger.” 

“And that’s why I’m not leaving you,” said Lychee. 

Rain sighed. “I—I can’t have anything happen to you,” she said. 

“Tt won’t,” Lychee replied. He sat up and pressed his forehead to hers. 
“Because we’re going to face this danger together. I’m here for you, Rain. I 
would have moved on moons ago if it weren’t for you. I’m not about to let 
anyone else take you away from me, and if anyone tries, Pll hunt them 
down. Like a tiger!” He snarled playfully, and Rain let out a small chuckle 
as she pressed her forehead to his. She couldn’t think of anyone less like a 
tiger than Lychee. 

Rain pressed back. “Good,” she said after a long moment. “Let’s face it, 
then. Together.” 


Chapter Five 


“ANY SIGN OF SHIVER?” Ghost called. 

“Not yet,” came Frost's reply. His littermate was halfway up a steep 
rock face, perched like a bird on a branch, his tail extended for balance. The 
way he*d scaled the rocks reminded Ghost of how Winter had found her 
way down the Endless Maw to rescue him—the thought made him sad, but 
strangely proud, too. 

“We’ll find her,” said Snowstorm, resting her tail reassuringly across 
Ghost's back for a moment. She sniffed the air. “I don’t think that storm’s 
completely done,” she said. “I can still taste thunder.” 

“Then we’d better find her quickly,” said Ghost. 

They had sheltered in Winter’s cave together for almost half a day while 
dark clouds rolled up from the kingdom, breaking against the mountain 
peaks like waves on the riverbank. Freezing rain had turned to pelting 
hailstones, and the thunder was so loud Ghost had been afraid they might be 
buried in an avalanche. But it had eventually passed. Ghost just hoped that 
Shiver had found somewhere to take shelter too. 

Even though their search had been delayed and the weather had turned 
on them, Ghost felt a glow of hope in his heart as the three littermates 
headed in the direction of the tree line below the cliffs. Alone, he might 
never have found Shiver, but tracking a scent with two snow leopards by his 
side was a completely different prospect. As for Brisk and Sleet, he had told 
Frost and Snowstorm all about their attacks, and about the deaths of the red 
pandas and Pebble. They had sworn to get revenge at once. Ghost felt a lot 
more secure searching the mountain now that they outnumbered the awful 
cubs Born of Icebound three to two. 

“And you really met another tiger?” Snowstorm asked as they crossed 
the tree line and their paws began to crunch on pine needles and frozen 
hailstones. 

“Yes! Her name’s Nightwalker, and she’s amazing,” Ghost said, without 
embarrassment. “I always thought Mother was big, but even young tigers 
are huge.” 


“If you let her leave the kingdom before we meet her, we will never 
forgive you— you know that, right?” said Frost. 

“Pl do my best,” said Ghost. 

“Hold on,” said Snowstorm after a while. She flicked her tail in a way 
that reminded Ghost of Winter, and ran toward a pool of meltwater that had 
gathered in a space between rocks. She sniffed around it, scenting at each 
nearby tree, until her ears pricked up and she turned back to Ghost and 
Frost with a beaming expression. “She was here! Shiver’s scent is all over 
this place. She went...” 

Snowstorm carefully moved from tree to tree, sniffing at the ground and 
the rocks, pacing back and forth. 

“This way!” She pointed with her nose to a spot where the trees opened 
up to a view of another mountain cliff. “Come on!” 

All three cubs Born of Winter broke into a run. They darted between the 
trees, stopping every so often so Snowstorm and Frost could make sure they 
were still following Shiver’s scent. When they came to the edge of the 
forest, they found they were at the top of a steep cliff side with rocks jutting 
from it in perfect intervals for a snow leopard to leap down. 

“Look,” said Frost, peering over the edge. “Is that what I think it is?” 

“A paw print!” gasped Snowstorm. “Shiver must have come down this 
way.” She looked up at Ghost, her ears tipping back a little. “It’s a big jump 
—should we find another way around?” 

Ghost blinked at her in surprise. His littermates had always run off 
ahead when they were all cubs, leaving him behind more often than not. 
Checking with him was a small gesture, but it left him speechless for a 
second. 

“I... IT think I can make it,” he said, looking over at the jutting ledges 
below. “Down is much easier than up! You might have to wait for me at the 
bottom.” 

“All right,” said Snowstorm. “Let's go!” 

She leaped for the first ledge, landed easily, and sprang immediately for 
the next. Frost went after her, his paws landing right where his sister’s 
prints had been. Ghost lowered himself down back legs first, thumping into 
the snow on his hindquarters. Snowstorm wasn't the only one who*d grown 
up—as a younger cub he would have been too scared and ashamed to just 
tackle the rocks like a panda instead of trying to be a leopard. 


He slid and tumbled down into the snow at the bottom of the cliff, got 
up, and shook himself. Then, as he looked up and saw Snowstorm and Frost 
sniffing around for Shiver’s scent, he spotted something that had been 
hidden from view when they were at the top. 

At the base of a mountain peak, across a snowfield from where they 
were, Ghost could see the sunlight glinting from something large and 
yellow. It was a huge rock, as big as his head, perfectly round except for 
one large crack right down the middle, which he knew was full of small 
black stones. 

“The Watcher!” he cried, trotting up the slope toward the familiar 
landmark. “Look, it's the tiger’s-eye stone—and there's the Speaker,” he 
added, squinting along the line of the distant cliff until he spotted the jagged 
white rocks that looked just like teeth bared in a roar. 

“The entrance to the cave with the Dragon Stones is right between 
them,” said Frost. “If I were near here looking for somewhere sheltered to 
hide out, that’s where I'd go!” 

“It makes perfect sense,” Ghost said. “She's brought the stone back to 
where it came from.” 

The three littermates broke into a run, their paws throwing snow up 
behind them. But before they could reach the cave, Ghost looked around, 
scanning the field for any sign of Shiver, and saw something that made him 
skid to a halt. 

“Wait,” he said. “Look, there are paw prints . . . and I don’t think they 
belong to Shiver.” 

The others slowed and stopped to examine the prints. They were large, 
snow-leopard-sized . . . but there were too many of them. Ghost didn’t have 
to be a hunter as good as Snowstorm to tell that not one but two snow 
leopards had passed this way not long ago. 

“Probably Brisk and Sleet,” said Frost. “Let's be careful. We won't let 
them surprise us.” 

The three of them walked cautiously up to the hidden entrance to the 
cave, finding it fairly easily this time. There were leopard scents all around 
the rocks—Shiver’s, but also Brisk’s and Sleet’s. The paw prints ended at 
the cave mouth. 

“So they’re in there with her,” said Ghost. 

“Not for long,” said Snowstorm darkly. 


Ghost sighed, hanging his head before stepping into the cave. “I hate 
those two, but still... I wish we didn’t have to fight them,” he said. 

“Do you think they're going to give us the choice?” asked Frost, with a 
pointed sideways glance at Ghost. 

“No,” Ghost admitted. “I don’t think they will.” 

Snowstorm led the way into the cave, sliding down the icy slope into 
the darkness below. Ghost followed her, with Frost bringing up the rear. 
Even though he remembered it from his first visit, the total blackness of the 
tunnel was eerie. Ghost made his way down, trying not to step on 
Snowstorm’s tail in the dark, the rocks brushing against his fur. He hoped 
that the cavern beyond was still brighter, that the cracks in the ceiling that 
let in the light hadn’t been covered with snow or fallen rocks. .... 

Sure enough, he suddenly realized he could see Snowstorm's mottled 
white fur in front of him, and then the rocks of the tunnel wall. Then 
Snowstorm stepped out into the cavern, and colored light flooded over her. 
The sight still made Ghost catch his breath, despite his memories of their 
previous visit. The stone under his paws was bright green, as green as the 
ferns in the Southern Forest, while the ceiling was mottled blue with 
stalactites of red, gold, and purple. The sight was chaotic and strange, and 
made even stranger by the dancing light reflecting from the lake of still, 
dark water down below them. 

“Shiver?” Snowstorm hissed into the echoing cavern. “Are you here?” 

Ghost peered around the colorful chamber, not finding any sign of 
Shiver among the stalagmites and stalactites, but he knew that there were 
more chambers and tunnels beyond. 

Snowstorm's whisper died away, but the cave wasn't completely silent. 
A voice came back to them on the still air, too quiet to make out the words. 
Another joined it, rising in anger. 

Snowstorm's eyes glittered with concern in the colorful light. She 
leaped down from the green ledge to a thin path beside the wide 
underground lake, and Ghost and Frost scrambled down after her. They 
made a beeline for the entrance to the next cavern, and followed the voices 
from cave to tunnel, ears pricked and paws treading silently. 

They crept down a series of passages Ghost hadn’t followed last time, 
total darkness alternating with bursts of sunlight from above and strange 
color under their paws. At last, all three littermates slowed to a cautious 
slink as they heard the voices grow louder. 


“We won't hurt you,” said Brisk’s mocking, sly growl. “Give us the 
stone, and you can go free. It's Ghost we want.” 

“Right,” came Shiver’s reply. “And then snow will fall upward, and 
grass will grow on the Dragon Mountain's peak.” 

Ghost grinned to himself. That was his littermate. His heart in his 
mouth, he advanced quietly into the next cavern. The light here was dim 
and blue, filtering through a thin crack in the ceiling to illuminate a shelf of 
blue rock halfway up the cavern wall. Shiver sat there, barely fitting on the 
small ledge, baring her fangs as she looked down at Brisk and Sleet on the 
rocky ground below her. 

“You can’t stay up there forever,” sneered Sleet. “We're going to get 
that stone one way or another.” 

“You will never get the stone,” said Shiver. “It belongs to my brother, 
and it was given to him by the Great Dragon. Pll defend it with my life if I 
have to!” 

Ghost's heart swelled with pride, and he stepped out of the shadows on 
a wave of his littermate’s courage. 

“It's over,” he said. Brisk and Sleet startled and turned around. They 
backed up toward the rock wall of the cavern, ears back and hackles rising, 
as they saw that Ghost was flanked by Snowstorm and Frost. “Leave this 
place,” Ghost said. “End this feud for good, and I promise not to chase you 
down.” 

Brisk snarled and bared her teeth. “Oh, we’ll end it,” she said. “With all 
your deaths!” 

She crouched to spring, but Snowstorm’s body was already in the air, 
and she thumped into Brisk, bowling her over on the mottled rocks. Frost 
was just a split second behind as he leaped for Sleet. Snowstorm’s paws 
barely touched the ground before she’d sprung away from Brisk to take on 
Sleet alongside Frost. 

Brisk scrambled to her paws, and Ghost broke into a run, head down, 
throwing all his weight into the charge until he felt like an unstoppable 
boulder rolling downhill, about to crush anything in his way. When he 
struck Brisk in the side of the ribs with the flat of his head, the snow 
leopard let out a wheezing gasp and fell onto her back. 

“Yes!” Shiver cried, her tail lashing excitedly on the stone. “Get her, 
Ghost!” 


Ghost reared up on his back legs and aimed a swipe at Brisk’s belly, but 
Brisk managed to roll out of the way and back up against the wall, snarling 
and gasping for breath. 

“Sleet!” Brisk wheezed. Her littermate made a high-pitched noise in 
response, but Ghost didn’t want to turn and look in case Brisk jumped him. 

However, instead of attacking, Brisk suddenly turned and ran right at 
the wall. Ghost hesitated, not sure what Brisk was thinking, until he saw 
that the snow leopard had vanished behind a rock. The dim light and 
confusion of colors had disguised it, but there was another tunnel there, 
right underneath the ledge where Shiver was still guarding the Dragon 
Speaker stone! 

I dont want to hunt her down, Ghost thought desperately, but I cant just 
let her get away. We have to end this! 

Decision made, Ghost barked, “I’m going after her!” and took off. 

“Be careful!” Shiver called as Ghost shouldered through the gap and 
into another dark passage. It wasn't as much of a squeeze as the cave 
entrance, but it was almost as dark. Ghost could discern jagged rocks 
sticking out of the walls as he passed them, but if Brisk was ahead, he 
couldn't see her. Suddenly he felt the ground start to slope upward, and 
after a moment there was light above once more, and there was Brisk's tail 
disappearing around a corner to the left at the top of the slope, into a side 
tunnel ringed with mottled yellow-and-green stone. 

This place is a maze, but I wont lose her, Ghost thought, his breath 
coming heavier as his paws pounded against the sloping rock. He was 
almost at the top of the incline when something came out of the darkness to 
his right, passing within an inch of his nose and making him stumble to a 
halt and slide a few paw-lengths back down the tunnel. It was Sleet! And 
now he was charging down the yellow-and-green passage after his 
littermate. 

Ghost caught himself on the rock and gaped after him, turning to look 
behind in case his own littermates were chasing him—but there was no sign 
of them. 

He's given Frost and Snowstorm the slip! How did he do that? 

There was no time to wonder. He clambered up the last panda-length to 
the top of the slope and followed Brisk and Sleet back into the darkness. 

This time the tunnel was cramped again, and Ghost could feel stone 
against his fur as he pressed on into the dark. He forced himself to slow 


down. It wouldn't do him any good if he ran face-first into Brisk’s jaws, or 
got stuck in a passage too small for him. 

I may be a panda, he thought, but I learned to hunt from one of the 
greatest snow leopards this mountain’s ever seen, and I can scent that they 
went this way. 

Occasional shafts of light broke through into this tunnel too, but they 
only lit up small patches of colored rock, which loomed out of the darkness 
as he passed by. It only made the blackness of the tunnel feel more eerie. 

Snowstorm and Frost had to be right behind him. He was sure they 
would catch up any minute. 

But where were they? 

He saw the tunnel opening up into another dimly lit cavern, and slowed 
even more as he approached it. He peered out into the space, which was 
small and ringed with jagged rocks in gray, white, and blue. He didn’t see 
Brisk and Sleet anywhere inside, but he could smell them. There had to be 
another way out. 

Ghost took a step into the cave, and then another. Where was the next 
tunnel? Where had the two leopards gone? 

The fur all down his spine rippled with fear as there was a sound above 
his head and he realized, too late, that this was a trap. 

Brisk landed on his back, pushing him onto his side, and from the 
ground he could see the ledge right above the tunnel mouth where the cubs 
Born of Icebound had been hiding. Sleet jumped down from it and stood in 
front of the passage he’d come through—the only one that led into this 
chamber—bright-eyed and snarling. 

“T can’t believe you fell for that,” he said. “The great Dragon Speaker! 
Brawnshanks was right. Even with your stupid littermates, you’ll be easy to 
kill.” 

Ghost rolled to his paws and took a swipe at Brisk, backing up until one 
of the jagged white rocks poked him in the side. 

“T don’t know how that tiger whisked you away from the Maw,” Brisk 
said. “But where is she now? She’s abandoned you. She must have sensed 
your weakness.” 

“After we’ve killed you, we’ll double back and find Shiver,” Sleet went 
on. “She”ll be easy to separate from the others too. One by one we”1l make 
sure none of you ever see the light of day again!” 

“Why?” Ghost growled back. “What's Brawnshanks offering you?” 


“Nothing,” said Brisk, and a shudder ran along Ghost's spine again as 
he saw the calm look on Brisk’s face. Were they really about to murder him 
and all his littermates for nothing? 

“We bring him the stone, and he makes sure we get the opportunity to 
do away with Winter’s spawn for good,” Sleet chuckled. 

I wont let that happen. Ghost flexed his shoulders and planted his front 
paws on the stone with a furious grunt. 

Even if he died here, he wouldn’t let any harm come to his littermates. 
He’d take these two down, though it might be the last thing he’d do. 

Without so much as a rumble of warning, the ground lurched beneath 
his paws. He stumbled as a shower of dust and stones fell all around him. 
Then came the roar of stone crashing against stone, and the light grew 
brighter as a thick pile of snow fell down through the crack in the ceiling. 
Brisk and Sleet let out yowls of fear and tried to scramble for shelter, but in 
this dead end, there was nowhere to hide. 

The earth shook, and above Ghost’s head the jagged rocks began to 
crack. 


Chapter Six 


DASHER FLINCHED AS ANOTHER flash of lightning lit up the forest around him, 
followed by a roll of thunder just a few seconds later. It even seemed to 
shake the ground—was that just his imagination, or was the earth really 
shuddering? It was hard to tell, because the mud under his paws was 
slippery and soft already without a distant earthquake stirring it up even 
more. 

Another lightning bolt crackled across the sky. For a split second the 
gloomy light in the Northern Forest was blinding, and the trees, the mud, 
the rocks, and the ferns all shone the same reflective silver. Even Dasher’s 
own paws seemed to glow. And then dim light closed over him again, the 
black clouds blocking out the Long Light sun. 

Dasher had been traveling through the tops of the trees, Leaf’s green 
Dragon Speaker stone clutched in his jaws, while the storm eased off. But 
as soon as the rain had begun again and he’d seen the first spike of lightning 
fly over his head and land somewhere far off, he’d decided that the muddy 
ground was safer for him after all. So now he was splashing and struggling 
uphill, looking for somewhere to shelter. 

He couldn't stop thinking about Leaf. He’d decided to head for 
Hollowtree, to see if any of the pandas there had seen her. Perhaps that was 
where she would go, if she was having doubts, or running from something? 

Ever since Dasher had picked up the stone, he had felt . . . strange. He 
couldn't say why. Only that even when the rain had paused, the day had 
seemed darker somehow. 

Leaf, what did you do? he thought, pausing to divert his path so that he 
wouldn't have to cross a wild stream that had formed across the hillside in 
front of him. Didn’t the Dragon send the Great Flood because of something 
that happened to a Dragon Speaker? Surely the Great Dragon wouldn't 
want his Speakers to run off and leave their stones behind. 

But there was no point in trying to guess what the Dragon was thinking 
—he couldn't even work out what Leaf was thinking, and she was his best 
friend. 


No matter what, Pll look after the stone. Then when I find Leaf, I can 
give it back to her.... 

Frustrated, nervous, miserable, and most of all soggy, Dasher pulled 
himself up onto the top of the hillside, dropped the stone by his paws, and 
took a few deep breaths. The top was only a little bit better than the bottom 
of the hill—the rain splashed into huge puddles and collected between the 
rocks, instead of running in thick rivers. Just as he was peering into one of 
the pools, another lightning strike, right above his head, lit up the roiling 
surface, and the crash of thunder that followed was so loud that Dasher 
curled up into a ball, his tail over his face. 

The thunder subsided, and Dasher stood up, peeling the muddy fur of 
his tail from his face and yanking the stone out of the earth with a sucking 
noise. He tried to move his paws, but they were already sinking in the mud 
at the edge of the watery pool, as if he were down on the soft silt beside the 
river and not standing on the top of one of the Northern Forest’s steeply 
rolling hills. He tugged them free, but the mud was heavy on his belly fur, 
and it was hard to move. Even the still-pattering rain wasn’t able to wash 
away the mud once it had clumped around him. 

This is no good! I have to find shelter, he thought. 

He started to plod through the mud, searching for a climbable tree with 
a good hollow in it, or even just a rock with a gap underneath he could 
wiggle into, but there was nothing but marshy mud dotted with cold, 
splashy puddles. Then, suddenly, the ground sloped sharply up again, and in 
the hillside below the roots of a pine tree Dasher saw the entrance to a 
burrow. Even better, the passage under the roots was muddy, but it looked 
like there was dry earth farther up. Sniffing around, he could smell some 
sort of creature’s scent, but the mud was confusing everything. 

Pll risk it for a few moments of being dry! 

Holding the stone firmly in his jaws, he poked his head into the tunnel 
and pushed up into the blissfully warm, dry burrow. 

As soon as he was out of the rain, his senses picked up the scent he 
hadn’t been able to identify before—it was a manul cat’s burrow, and sure 
enough, one of the small, fluffy cats was crouched in the corner of the den, 
his eyes narrowing to reflective slits as Dasher emerged into his space. 

“Hey!” he spat. “This is my burrow! Get lost!” 

“T don’t mean any offense,” said Dasher quickly, lying on his belly and 
putting his chin on the ground in a submissive gesture. “It’s awful out there. 


I’m covered in mud. Please, can I stay until the rain stops? There’s plenty of 
room,” he added, looking around. The light was dim, but he could easily 
have stood up in the space underneath the tree roots. Four or five red pandas 
could have fit into the burrow, if they’d been willing to squash. 

“No, there isn't,” said the cat, and as he spoke, something strange 
happened. For a moment Dasher thought the manul cat had stepped back 
into a deeper shadow. Darkness passed over his face, but he hadn’t moved, 
and the light in the rest of the burrow didn’t change. It was almost as if he 
had no face, just for a second. 

Dasher shuddered and pulled back. He tried to seize the Dragon Speaker 
stone in his jaws, but then he yelped and dropped it again. The stone had 
suddenly turned cold, much colder than the rain or the puddles of water. Ice 
crystals crackled across its surface. 

Then the cat was back to normal, as visible and grumpy-looking as 
before. 

“What are you staring at?” the cat growled. “Are you listening to me? I 
said there’s no space for you here! Go away!” 

And there it was again: a blank darkness that covered the cat’s face as 
he spoke. Dasher felt, for a moment, as if his grip on the earth were 
loosening, and he might be pulled, or fall, into that darkness. . . . 

He picked up the freezing stone and stumbled backward toward the 
burrow entrance. “Sorry,” he muttered. “I’m going.” 

The darkness lifted as the manul spat and batted at the air where Dasher 
had been standing, but the red panda barely noticed the cat’s hostility. He 
was already turning around and wriggling back down the tunnel. His paws 
slipped in the mud as he shot out of the burrow, feeling the cold rain strike 
him in the face, but he didn’t care. It was better than being in that place, 
with whatever that had been! 

And what about the stone? he thought. What is going on? 

Was the stone reacting to what had happened with the manul cat? Or... 
had the stone done something to the cat? Dasher put it down and prodded it 
nervously with his paw. It was chilly, but not the freezing temperature it had 
been. 

He tried to think. The darkness had covered the cat’s face when he’d 
spoken—but not every time he’d spoken. Only when he’d said that there 
wasn’t space for Dasher in the burrow. 

Only when he’d lied. 


What if the Dragon was trying to communicate through the stone? 

“I can’t understand you,” he muttered. “I’m not a Dragon Speaker, I’m 
just... Pm just Dasher!” 

The stone sat, gleaming green in the shallow water. 

Dasher shook himself. He’d get somewhere less wet, and then he would 
figure this all out somehow. 

“Oh dear,” said a voice above his head. Dasher startled and slipped in 
the mud, and almost without thinking, he threw his tail over the pool where 
the Dragon Speaker stone was lying. When he looked up, he was glad he 
had. Five golden monkeys had gathered in the tree above the manul cat’s 
burrow. They looked just as bedraggled as he did, rain dripping from their 
tails and golden fur plastered to their blue faces. But one of them hung 
down from a branch by his back legs and waved to Dasher with a friendly 
smile on his face. 

“Hello,” he said. “Are you all on your own? No red pandas anywhere 
near here that I know of. Are you lost?” 

“He looks lost,” said a second one, shaking her tail and sending droplets 
flying in all directions. 

“And muddy!” added a third. 

They swung down toward him, not leaving the tree, but slipping down 
onto the lower branches, until they were almost within grasping distance of 
Dasher. 

“T am muddy,” said Dasher. “But I’m fine. I’m not lost.” 

He wanted to back away, but he knew that if he moved his tail, they 
would see the stone. ... 

“What about you?” he said, while he tried to think what to do. “What 
brings you here?” 

“We’re on our way home,” said the first monkey who’d spoken. 
“Otherwise we wouldn’t be out swinging around in this weather!” 

“Im making my way home too,” said Dasher. “To Hollowtree.” 

The monkey winced. “That’s a long way from here.” 

“Tt’s fine,” said Dasher again. But then the sky crackled with another 
streak of lightning, and he couldn’t quite stop himself from flinching and 
looking up at the sky. 

“We should get out of here,” said the monkey to his companions. “Tell 
you what, why don’t you come with us? We’ve got trees with thick 


canopies where you can rest until the rain stops, or burrows under the 
ground if that suits you better.” 

If I say yes, they’ll turn around and start to leave, right? Dasher thought 
desperately. Then I can snatch up the stone and run for it. ... 

It was the only thing he could think of to do. 

“All right,” he said, as brightly as he could. “Pll come with you a little 
way at least. Some company would be nice. Lead on!” 

“Follow me,” said the monkey, beckoning Dasher up into the tree. “I’m 
Briskhand, by the way.” 

“Dasher Climbing Far,” said Dasher. He stepped forward, slowly, 
waiting until Briskhand and the other monkeys weren’t looking. ..... 

Now! They were all busy with climbing up into the tree, and Dasher 
grabbed the stone in his paw. It wasn't as easy to carry for him as it had 
been for Leaf, but he managed to scoop it up and hold it close to his chest, 
hiding it in his fur. 

He started to back away. 

“Hey,” said one of the monkeys. Dasher looked up, startled, to see a 
female monkey he hadn’t noticed before peering down from one of the high 
branches. “Where are you going? We just want to help you get somewhere 
dry....” 

The darkness was even more startling when it came out in the open, 
replacing the monkey’s face with a swirling void that moved like smoke to 
cover her when she ran along the branch. The other monkeys turned too, 
and though they hadn’t spoken the lie themselves, every one of them had 
that same awful blankness where their face should have been. 

Dasher’s paws slipped in the mud as he turned to run. He fumbled with 
the stone, trying to get it into his jaws so he could run on all four paws, but 
it was too late. A golden shape tumbled over his head, splashing down in 
the puddle in front of him. 

Briskhand leaned in close to Dasher”s face, bared his teeth in a snarling 
grin, and snatched the green stone from Dasher’s clumsy grip. 

“Thanks very much,” he said. “Brawnshanks will be very pleased we’ve 
brought him this.” 

Dasher tried to leap at the monkey, his fur fluffing up in anger, but he 
fell on his face in the mud as something tugged on his tail. He tried to get 
up and swipe at the monkey who*d jumped on him, but before he could 


move, three more of them were on him and he was pressed facedown in the 
mud. 

“Bring the red panda, too,” said Briskhand. “Brawnshanks will have 
questions for him.” 


Chapter Seven 


WILL THIS STORM EVER TRULY END? Rain wondered. This was the third 
rainstorm in as many days. This time the wind was whipping through the 
trees, shaking the branches as if some massive creature were storming 
through the forest, swishing its tail behind it. The rain didn't so much fall 
downward as swirl unpredictably around Rain’s head as she made her way 
down the slope toward the huge bamboo canes where she had hidden her 
stone. 

The pandas had scattered this time, instead of clumping together to 
shelter in the same place. Some of them were under the bamboo canopy, 
which had just about managed to dry out since the last deluge. Others were 
huddling against the side of rocks or clinging to the crooks of trees, 
depending on whether they preferred to be buffeted by the wind but not get 
their paws wet, or the other way around. 

With every creature distracted, it was the perfect time for Rain to 
retrieve her stone from its hiding place and try again to contact the Great 
Dragon. 

She had to gnaw through two of the huge bamboo canes before she 
found it, uncertain which one she’d dropped it into, but to her relief, the 
third cane fell away to reveal the blue stone sitting among the woody green 
splinters. 

Rain scooped it out and held it between her front paws. She*d had no 
response from the Great Dragon so far, but she refused to give up on it. 
She’d keep focusing on the stone, listening for the Dragon’s voice, until she 
had a better idea. 

She held the stone to her chest and closed her eyes against a patter of 
raindrops. 

Normally I'd take it into the river, she thought. But I feel almost as if 
I’m standing in a river already! 

She tried to reach out with her mind and imagine the water flowing over 
her as part of the Bamboo Kingdom—just like the river ran right through 
the middle of the forest, the rain could go anywhere, fall on anything, even 


the tops of the mountains. She tried to imagine the clouds above and 
everything they could see from up there. ... 

But there was still no response from the Dragon. 

Maybe she should try something new. 

She tucked the stone into her paw and began to climb a nearby tree. The 
bark was wet and the rain lashed at her as she slowly inched her way 
upward, gritting her teeth and jamming her claws deep into the trunk to 
keep her grip. The branches swayed and rocked under her paws, but Rain 
kept climbing. 

Leaf, she thought, wherever you are, if you could lend me some of your 
talent with trees, that would be helpful right now. 

She climbed as high as she could, clinging on to the thickest part of 
each branch. The tree whipped from side to side as if it were trying to throw 
her off. Rain clung to the trunk with all her free limbs, closed her paw tight 
around the stone again, and turned her face to the sky. 

“Great Dragon!” she shouted into the driving storm. “Or Dragon, one of 
three, whoever can hear me right now, please answer me! I need help!” 

Thunder rumbled overhead, and Rain flinched, pressing her forehead to 
the tree trunk. 

But the lightning didn't come. The thunder rumbled on and on, low and 
far away. Rain closed her eyes. 

I didn’t mean to send Ghost away. I’ll do anything to make it up to him, 
if you’ll just talk to me.... 

The low rumble of the thunder died down . . . but it didn’t disappear, not 
completely. In the back of Rain's mind, just where she always heard the 
Dragon’s voice, something rumbled on. She clutched the stone and listened, 
as hard as she could, suppressing the urge to shout out in joy and disbelief. 
Something was there! Whatever the monkeys had done, wherever the 
Dragon was now, they hadn’t killed it! 

“Enemy,” the voice said. And then: “Friend.” Rain held her breath and 
held on tight as the storm winds tossed the tree from side to side, and the 
voice rumbled on, repeating, finally becoming clearer over the noise of the 
rain. 

“Your enemy will become your friend,” said the voice. 

It sounded like the Dragon, but not like it at the same time. There was 
an odd undertone to the voice, something Rain couldn't quite compare to 
anything she’d heard before—almost like the shimmering echo of many 


voices speaking in a deep cave. It felt calm, even though she was still 
clinging on to the tree for dear life, the storm raging all around her. 

“My enemy?” she muttered. “Which enemy? I have plenty! Do you 
mean Nimbletail?” 

It couldn't mean the golden monkey—she already knew that. Unless the 
Dragon had been trying to tell her for days, and she was only hearing it 
now. Frustration rose in Rain's chest. 

“So what do I do?” she growled. 

But there was no response from the quiet voice beneath the thunder. The 
rolling roar faded away, and after a moment the wind died down a little, 
leaving Rain shivering and alone, at the top of a very slippery tree, in the 
drizzle. 

Of course, she thought. I finally contact the Great Dragon, and it tells 
me very little of any use. 

But that wasn’t fair. 

“Pm glad you're there,” she said aloud. 

Then she climbed down from the tree. As careful as she tried to be, it 
was more of a slither than a climb, but Rain didn't mind. By the time she 
reached the ground, her spirits had lifted a little. Despite the cryptic words, 
the Dragon was still with her, and that was worth a little bruising. 

She turned the words over in her head as she searched for another good, 
sturdy bamboo cane to hide the stone inside. My enemy will become my 
friend. 

I dont like it, she thought. And not just because it might not be telling 
me anything new. If I go around treating my enemies like they could be my 
friends, wont the ones who are really my enemies take advantage of that? 
Surely the Dragon cant mean Brawnshanks, or the rest of the monkeys. 

But when she thought about the words, and about Nimbletail, and about 
what she’d promised the Dragon up in the tree, the spark of an idea did 
come to her at last... . 


Rain hid the stone again and made her way back to the spot by the river 
where she would meet Nimbletail later that day. The rain had eased off a 
little, but there were still rumbles of thunder in the distance, and after the 
high winds, she was annoyed to find that the stifling heat was back. The 
least the storm could have done was blow away the oppressive crackling 


feeling in the air, but it only seemed to have made it worse. Rain’s head was 
starting to ache. 

Just as she was approaching the panda path down to the river, with its 
sticky mud surface, she heard a rustle in the undergrowth nearby and 
startled, slipping in the mud and falling onto her hindquarters with a yelp. 
She started to scramble back up to her paws, her pelt warm with 
embarrassment. If the bad panda was watching her now... 

But it was Lychee. 

“Sorry,” he said, emerging from the ferns. “I didn’t mean to scare you. I 
just cut across from the nesting hill.” 

“I wasn't scared,” lied Rain. An enemy catching her falling over would 
have been embarrassing, but Lychee seeing it was somehow worse. “It's the 
mud. I hate this mud.” She tried to kick the ground, for good measure. 

Lychee’s expression clearly said, Sure, of course you weren t scared, but 
he nodded and nudged a pile of mud with his own paw. “Me too,” he said. 
“Where are you going? Do you want some help bringing bamboo back to 
the feast clearing?” 

Rain thought about it for a moment and then said, “Actually, I’m going 
to meet Nimbletail. But you can come with me if you want.” 

Lychee’s eyes widened in surprise, but Rain nodded. 

“Really. I trust you both. I think you should trust each other.” 

“Well, all right,” said Lychee. He stepped forward, and then his back 
paw slipped out from under him and he fell face-first into the mud. Rain 
stifled a laugh and hurried to help him up. 

“I'm glad you came along,” she said, looking with trepidation down the 
steep panda path as it wound toward the river. “This way we can both have 
someone to help us get through this horrible mud!” 

“Let's do it,” said Lychee, wobbling back to his paws, and together they 
made their way slowly down to the river. There was a great deal of falling 
and almost falling, gripping on to tree trunks as they passed, and finally 
Lychee gave up and pushed himself off, sliding on his belly down a steep 
section of the path with an exhilarated laugh. 

By the time they reached the river, Rain wanted to run straight into the 
churning water and wash the mud off her fur, but there were more important 
things than her dirty paws. Nimbletail was huddling in the tree above the 
rock where she’d met Rain last. 

“Can you ask the Dragon to make it stop raining?” she said. 


“It's not quite the most urgent thing at the moment,” Rain replied. 

Nimbletail began to climb down from the tree, but hesitated, hanging by 
one arm, when she saw Lychee appear behind Rain. 

“It's all right,” Rain said. “It was all a misunderstanding—he was trying 
to follow you, to make sure you weren’t lying to me. We can speak in front 
of him.” 

“If you say so,” said Nimbletail, dropping down to the rock. Her small 
eyes were still narrowed as she looked at Lychee, but she told Rain her 
update from the Broken Forest—which wasn’t much. “They don’t seem like 
they're about to change their plan, but I can never tell,” said Nimbletail. 
“Brawnshanks is still focused on finding the three Dragons.” 

Rain nodded. “Good. Because there's something Pd like you to do for 
me.” 

“What is it, Speaker?” said Nimbletail. 

Rain smiled to herself. It was nice to hear her title from a golden 
monkey. Maybe in the future, somehow, they’ll all come back to the 
Dragons side, she thought. 

“I'm more certain than ever that Ghost didn’t kill Pebble. I still need to 
find the proof, but I know it in my heart. It was wrong of me to let the 
others send him away. I need to know if he’s alive.” 

Nimbletail winced. 

“I know,” Rain said. “I know Brawnshanks believes he’s dead. And 
perhaps he is. But I need to be sure. Would you try to find out for me? You 
can go so much faster than I can, especially through the monkeys’ territory. 
Head north, ask every creature if they’ve seen a white panda pass by, or if 
they’ve heard anything about a fight with snow leopards.” 

“I can do that,” said Nimbletail. “If you’re sure. But if I don’t report in 
to Crookedclaw, you won’t know what the monkeys are planning. If they 
make their move while I’m gone...” 

“PII take that chance,” Rain said. 

“We might need more than one searcher, to find a single panda in the 
Bamboo Kingdom,” Lychee said thoughtfully. “I wonder . . . should I go 
too? Not with Nimbletail, but separately. We don’t know where either of 
your siblings is. If I head into the Northern Forest for a while and search, 
there’s much more of a chance we’ || find something about one of them.” 

Rain sighed. She didn’t want Lychee to go—hadn’t he just said that he 
wouldn’t leave her? But he was right. Her siblings were missing, and she 


had to know what had happened to them. 

“If you're sure,” she said. “Please, be careful, both of you.” 

“Of course,” said Nimbletail. “And you be careful too, Speaker. PI be 
back with word as soon as I can.” And with that she swung away into the 
trees. 

“I won't stay away for long,” said Lychee. He leaned his cheek against 
hers, and she put one of her paws over one of his. Then he pulled away and 
headed off in the same direction as Nimbletail, toward the Egg Rocks 
crossing. Rain sat and watched them go, the rain still falling around her, and 
felt a swell of appreciation for Lychee—for both of them. They were 
putting themselves in danger for the Dragon Speakers. She just hoped that 
she could be a good enough Speaker to deserve it. 

When she arrived back at the feast clearing, she got the chance to try. 
She found a small group of bedraggled creatures waiting for her there, and 
promptly sat down to talk to them. She felt a strange glow of pride, even as 
her heart went out to the poor flying squirrels who had lost track of their 
cub, the takin cut off from his territory by storm water and fallen trees, and 
the hog badger whose burrow had flooded. This was what she was supposed 
to be doing—not fighting with the golden monkeys or investigating 
Pebble’s murder. This was what Pebble—and Leaf, and Ghost— would want 
her to be doing. 

She threw herself into helping the creatures, sending Fir and Frog to 
search for the baby squirrel and offering the badger a place to rest until his 
burrow dried out. As she set out with Horizon and Crag to find the fallen 
trees and see if they could help the takin move them, she thought about Leaf 
and Ghost. 

We’ll be together again one day, she thought. I’m sure of it. But until 
then, I promise I wont let you down. 


Chapter Eight 


A CASCADE OF SNOW and white stone dust covered the cave, and then the 
ground rocked again under Ghost's paws and the light from the gap in the 
ceiling dimmed. Stalactites cracked and fell, smashing into the ground all 
around him. Ghost tried to dodge them, but one scraped painfully against 
his side, and another exploded into shards of blue rock right in front of his 
face. He managed to hide his eyes behind his paws in time to not be 
blinded, but pain spiked in one cheek as sharp rocks jabbed into his fur. 

He could barely see or breathe through the dust, but he struggled back 
to his paws and barged past the leopards to the tunnel entrance, until a 
swipe of claws caught him across the nose, and the ground shook once 
more. He tried to huddle against the wall, which jabbed him hard in the 
back of the neck, and then he let out a choked yell of pain as a rock landed 
on his ribs. 

“Let's get out of here,” said Sleet’s voice. 

“No,” Brisk yelled. “I want to finish this!” 

Ghost squinted through the falling dust. He saw a white shape leap up to 
the ledge above the tunnel entrance and start scrabbling at the walls. 

Why aren't they running? 

Oh no... Brisk is trying to make the rocks fall faster! 

Sleet joined his sister, and they batted at a low-hanging stalactite until it 
crashed down right in front of Ghost, showering him in pieces of white 
rock. 

“Let's bury him!” Sleet yowled. “The big white freak will never get out 
this time!” 

Ghost tried to kick at the stones that pinned him to the ground, but the 
largest one was too heavy, and the smaller ones just dug into his paws and 
tore at his claws. 

Is this how it ends? he thought, panic and agony rising in his throat until 
he realized he was howling out loud. Is this really how I die? 

The roar and thump of the falling rocks almost faded into the 
background as Ghost put his head down and his paws over his eyes. He 


couldn't stop coughing up dust, even as each cough made the rock resting 
on his ribs jab into his side. Every breath felt weaker than the last. 

What kind of Dragon Speaker was I? he thought as the darkness closed 
in over him. Did I do anything good at all? 

“Get up.” 

Ghost startled, surprised that he even had the energy to jump at the 
sound of the familiar—yet unfamiliar—voice. 

It wasn't the Dragon—at least, not the Dragon as he expected it to 
sound. It was like a thousand voices speaking at once. Each on its own 
should have been too quiet to hear, but together they sang in his head like 
the sound of the wind rushing between the mountain peaks. 

“This is not the end,” whispered the voices. Was that Shadowhunter’s 
voice he could hear? Was that Winter’s? “You have so much more to do. 
Get up!” 

I cant, Ghost thought desperately. 

“We need you.” 

Ghost forced himself to open his eyes. For a moment the dust around 
him seemed to glitter and float in the air, and he thought, This is the cave 
where I found the Dragon Speaker stones. This dust, these rocks . . . I’m 
covered in Dragon stones... . 

“Get up!” cried the voices. 

The ground shook once more, and the rocks lying on top of him 
trembled too. Ghost gritted his teeth and let out a huge roar as he pushed up 
onto his paws, ignoring his stinging hide and the bruised and twisted 
muscles in his back legs. 

He heard Brisk’s and Sleet’s furious, terrified yowls as he put his head 
down and scrambled for the tunnel, over fallen rocks and through shards of 
glinting white stone. The passage was full of dust and noise, and Ghost 
didn’t stop to see what had happened to the cubs Born of Icebound. He just 
ran, limping and gasping, until he came to the turn where Sleet had 
overtaken him. 

A terrible crash of falling rock sounded behind him, and he stumbled 
around to look back down the tunnel just as a cloud of dust came bursting 
from the passage. He flinched and shielded his eyes, and when he looked 
back, he saw nothing but a wall of fallen rock. 

There was an awful silence from the cavern. 


The cubs Born of Icebound had stayed behind to try to finish him off, 
and it had been the last mistake they would ever make. 

With a shudder deep in his chest that made his aching muscles twinge, 
Ghost turned away and ran back down the tunnel to the chamber where he*d 
found Shiver. The ground was still shaking, and there were rolling pebbles 
underfoot that made him slip and wince, but the tunnel held. 

Then, without warning, he ran into something in the dark—a soft, warm 
thing that yelped and recoiled as Ghost's head bounced off its shoulder. 

“Ghost!” cried Frost. “Thank the Snow Cat, you're alive! Come on, 
we’ve got to get out of here.” Without another word, Ghost felt the fur of 
Frost's tail against his nose as his littermate turned around in the tight 
space, and together they carried on along the tunnel until they burst out into 
the cavern. 

The earthquake hadn’t left this one untouched—Ghost's watering eyes 
managed to take in a few crumbled stalagmites, and the fact that the shelf 
where Shiver had defended the stone was cracked down the middle—but 
Snowstorm and Shiver were standing pressed together and unharmed in the 
center of the cavern, and the air wasn’t so full of dust here. 

“Found him,” Frost gasped. “Let’s go!” 

A thin rain of bright green pebbles began to fall from one comer of the 
ceiling. Ghost longed to catch his breath, just for a moment, but the silence 
of Brisk and Sleet still rang in his ears, so he forced himself to limp across 
the cavern floor and out through the next tunnel, into the cave with the 
underground lake. The surface of the water churned and splashed up onto 
the rocks around it, making the climb back to the cave entrance slippery, but 
Snowstorm lingered behind Ghost to help nudge him up onto the rocks. 

After one more wriggling crawl up the cramped, black tunnel to the 
cave mouth, Ghost finally saw light flash up ahead, and his paws found the 
crunchy, chilly surface of the slope up and out, and then he was staggering 
and dropping to his belly in the open snowfield. 

For a moment he almost thought he was still inside that cavern, with 
dust swirling around his head, before the white cloud blew across his nose, 
stinging his face with cold and soaking into his fur, and he realized that this 
wasn’t dust at all: An ice storm was raging all around them. 

“Ghost, are you all right?” Snowstorm asked, running up to him and 
gently laying her face beside his. “Can you get up?” 


“I think it's mostly bruises,” Ghost rasped. “But I was almost crushed 
down there! Brisk and Sleet . . . they weren’t so lucky.” 

Snowstorm snorted. “I can’t say I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m just glad you 
got out.” 

Ghost managed to sit up, though every muscle seemed to scream in 
protest, and he could see the patches of red in his white fur where the shards 
of rock had struck him. He thought about telling his littermate about the 
voices, about breathing in the dust of Dragon stones. .. . 

Then the cliff side behind them was illuminated as a bolt of lightning 
arced out of the sky and struck the peak right over their heads. Rocks 
exploded outward and fell, missing the littermates by many panda-lengths, 
but still much too close for comfort. The roar of thunder above and of the 
earth shaking under Ghost’s paws filled his whole world with noise for a 
moment. 

“I bet that’s what caused the rockfall,” said Shiver. “Let's get 
somewhere safer, quick!” 

“Wait,” said Ghost. “Will you give me the stone first?” 

“Oh,” said Shiver, “I can’t. I don’t have it.” 

“What?” Ghost, Snowstorm, and Frost all yelped at once. 

“But you said you wouldn’t give it to Brisk,” Snowstorm yowled. “You 
said you’d die before you’d let them have it!” 

“I was Stalling,” said Shiver. 

“Shiver,” Ghost began. Was she telling him she had lost his Dragon 
Speaker stone? Was it buried back there with Brisk and Sleet? 

“Tt’s all right! I hid it,” Shiver interrupted. “It’s safe in the Northern 
Forest.” 

The relief that washed over Ghost almost knocked him back on his 
haunches. He thought he might faint. 

“Then let’s go and find it,” said Frost. 

Ghost looked up at his littermates, the ice clinging to their fur as the 
storm rolled great waves of it across the mountainside, and despite 
everything, his heart felt warm. 

“You don’t have to come with me,” he said. “Brisk and Sleet are gone. 
You can go back to the den and wait out the storm.” 

“Don’t be a sheep-brain,” said Snowstorm. “We’re coming with you.” 

“Obviously,” added Shiver. 


Ghost didn’t argue. He just rested his forehead against Shiver’s fur for a 
moment. Then the four cubs Born of Winter hurried, limped, or slunk their 
way across the snow. Ghost thought of the voice he’d heard in the cave, that 
voice that might have been the Dragon but sounded strangely like Winter. 
He thought of how happy their mother would be to see them all walking 
together, and despite the ice whipping around his head and the pain in every 
step, he smiled. 


Chapter Nine 


DASHER MADE IT ABOUT one panda-length up the tree trunk before he was 
yanked back by the tail; he lost his grip, and grunted as his back smacked 
into the soft earth. The monkey who held his tail in her grasping hands 
laughed out loud. 

“Go on, try again,” she cackled. “I can play this game all day. 1”11 even 
give you a head start.” 

Dasher lay still in the mud for just a moment, staring at the cloudy sky, 
wondering if it would be better to get up or just make the monkeys drag him 
the rest of the way to the Broken Forest. 

The rain had finally stopped, and the kingdom seemed to steam around 
him as heat rolled over the landscape. Every so often as he’d walked 
between the monkeys toward their home, the blazing sun would peek 
through the clouds and sear the back of Dasher’s head, making his mud- 
encrusted fur puff up and stand on end. 

He finally rolled to his feet and began to walk again. The monkeys who 
surrounded him poked him with sticks and grabbed at his tail, but Dasher 
was done trying to escape. There were too many of them, and he was too 
hot and too tired. If he was lucky, they would throw him into some pit in the 
ground like they had with Rain and her mother, and he would show them 
not to underestimate how well a red panda could climb. But for now he had 
bigger problems than just being captured. 

The monkey called Briskhand rolled Leaf’s Dragon Speaker stone 
between his hands, threw it in the air, and caught it again like it was no 
more than a large, heavy ginkgo fruit. 

Dasher had never actually been in the Broken Forest before, but he had 
caught glimpses of it—he remembered, with a huff of frustration, the time 
when the pangolins had insisted he and Leaf run to the top of the hill that 
looked like a skull, and all that had been there to greet them was a clear 
view down across the Broken Forest. 

Close up, it was exactly as strange and disturbing as he*d expected. The 
splintered trees were somehow alive and dead at the same time, trailing 


branches with shriveled dry leaves and vibrant new green growth both 
sprouting from the same tree stump. The ashy ground was drying out 
quickly after the rain, even though water still dripped from the trees. 

The heat seemed thicker, and more unbearable, as the monkeys poked 
and prodded Dasher deeper into their territory. He saw more and more 
golden monkeys in the trees, some grooming each other or gnawing on 
fruits, but many lying flopped across branches, bedraggled and steaming. 
Dasher stuck out his tongue as he walked, desperate to cool himself down. 
Vapor even seemed to rise from the ground itself, thin streams of it curling 
up from underneath trees and behind rocks. 

What is this place? Dasher thought. Why would the monkeys want to 
make their home here? 

Briskhand and the others led him through the strange forest to an 
expanse where the ground was cracked, and jagged rocks stuck up out of 
the earth beside scorched, crooked trees. 

A pair of monkeys sitting on top of the rocks clambered down and stood 
in front of Briskhand’s group. 

“Let us pass,” Briskhand said. “We're bringing a present for him.” 
Dasher saw Briskhand hold his paws, and the stone, behind his back as the 
other two monkeys looked him up and down, and then squinted past him at 
Dasher. Lacking anything more productive to do or say, Dasher stuck his 
tongue out at them. One of the monkeys looked affronted, but another 
snickered to itself. 

“All right, we’ll tell him,” he said. “Wait here.” 

They scampered off, and a moment later reappeared and beckoned them 
between the rocks. 

The monkeys prodded Dasher into movement, and they wound between 
the jagged rocks and across a sort of bridge made of dead wood and broken 
stone. The stone was warm beneath Dasher’s paws, despite the fact that the 
sun was still hiding behind the thick clouds. He didn’t like it at all. 

At last they came to a splintered tree, where a large golden monkey sat 
sprawled across the crook of a branch, fanning himself with a handful of 
bamboo leaves. He looked down at Briskhand and the others, and at Dasher, 
and gave an exhausted sigh. 

“Briskhand,” he said. “I told you to bring me a Dragon. Kindly explain 
why instead you have brought me a scrawny, muddy little red panda, before 
I have my Strong Arms throw you into the Heart of the Forest.” 


“Great Brawnshanks,” said Briskhand in a pompous tone, “the red 
panda comes with a much more exciting prize.” And he whipped the green 
Dragon Speaker stone out from behind his back and presented it to the 
monkey leader with a flourish. 

Brawnshanks went from sprawling to sitting up so fast Dasher hardly 
saw him move. His expression had turned from irritated boredom to bright- 
eyed delight, and he sprang down from the tree and hurried to Briskhand’s 
side. He snatched the stone out of the younger monkey’s hands and turned it 
over and over, holding it up to the light, even opening his mouth wide and 
biting on it. 

“Now, this,” he said. “You're quite right, this is a prize. You’ve done 
well. Very well.” He carried on turning the stone, staring into its depths, and 
repeating himself quietly, as if he had almost forgotten that the rest of them 
were still there. “Yes, very well indeed. Now that this stone is mine—” 

“It's not yours!” Dasher snapped. 

Brawnshanks looked up. “Ah, but it's not yours, is it, my little friend?” 

“No,” said Dasher. He sat up on his haunches and straightened his back, 
trying to look as brave and stern as he could, surrounded by enemies and 
covered in drying mud. “It belongs to Dragon Speaker Leaf, and the Great 
Dragon will be very angry with you if you prevent me from getting it back 
to her.” 

“Oh really?” said Brawnshanks, with a chuckle and a meaningful glance 
at Briskhand that made Dasher’s skin crawl. He felt panic rise in his throat, 
and the next thing he knew he*d launched himself at the monkey leader, 
claws out and jaws snapping at his arm. Briskhand and the other monkeys 
let out yelps of surprise, but before Dasher’s teeth could close on 
Brawnshanks’s wrist, they threw their whole weight on top of him, bearing 
him to the ground. He felt the wind knocked from his chest, and gasped in 
painful little gulps of air as two of the monkeys sat on his back and another 
one grabbed hold of his tail in both hands. 

Brawnshanks gave Briskhand a look of flint-eyed annoyance, and 
Briskhand fell to all four paws in front of his leader. 

“My apologies,” he said. “That won't happen again.” 

“Well, it doesn't matter too much,” said Brawnshanks, a smile creeping 
back onto his flat blue face. “I have the stone, and now we can really bring 
change to this kingdom. And you are mistaken, little red panda,” he said, 


leaning down to speak into Dasher’s face. “The Great Dragon won't be 
angry about anything, ever again. I killed the Great Dragon.” 

Sweat prickled behind Dasher’s neck, and he shivered, despite the 
sweltering heat and the two heavy monkeys pressing down on his back. 

“It's not true,” he gasped. “I don’t believe you.” 

“The Great Dragon is gone,” said Brawnshanks with a shrug. “All that's 
left are three pathetic, weak little beasts, roaming the kingdom, hiding from 
me. I wonder . . .” He peered at the green stone again, then put it on the 
ground and rolled it between his feet casually, as if it were a large nut. 
“Three Dragons, and three Dragon Speakers. Perhaps if I destroy this stone, 
your friend Leaf will lose her power as a Speaker. No more Dragon 
Speakers, no more Dragons. What do you think, red panda?” 

Dasher stared at him in pure dismay. He wanted to say that that wasn’t 
how it would work, that the stones didn't have that much power, but he 
remembered the blank darkness he’d seen over the faces of the manul cat 
and the monkeys while he*d held the stone in his paws. He didn't know 
what kind of power the stone had now. 

“That's right,” said Brawnshanks, grinning a toothy, wicked grin at 
Dasher’s confused and panicked expression. “Let's see what happens! 
Jitterpaws, bring the creature. Since he’s the one who was looking after it, 
it's only fitting he should be there to help me destroy it.” 

“No!” Dasher wriggled and snapped at the monkeys as they dug their 
fingers into his fur and began to drag him along behind Brawnshanks, 
scraping the ground with his claws. One of them balled a fist and knocked 
him on the head, making stars dance in front of his eyes, and the next thing 
he knew, he was being held down on the ground as Brawnshanks carefully 
placed the green stone on a large, flat rock. 

He lifted a small boulder over his head, wobbling as he strained to lift it. 

“You can't!” Dasher cried out. 

Brawnshanks brought the boulder down on the Dragon stone, and there 
was a horrifying crunch... 

And the boulder shattered in Brawnshanks’s hands, crumbling away 
into pieces, leaving the softly curved surface of the green stone unharmed. 
It wasn’t even scratched. 

Brawnshanks threw aside the chunks of boulder he was holding, and 
swept the rest of the jagged shards off the flat rock, which itself now had a 
small crack running through the middle, right where the stone had been 


sitting. He snatched up the green stone and snarled at it. Then he raised it 
over his head and smashed it down on the rocks, five times in a row, 
grunting as he did so. 

He paused, catching his breath, and looked down at the stone in his 
hand. It was unharmed. 

“Well,” he said. He ran his arm over his face, his chest still heaving, and 
then looked at Dasher. “Isn't that interesting? Why do you think it is I can’t 
smash this stone, little red panda?” 

Dasher gave him a blank look. “Maybe the Great Dragon isn’t gone 
after all,” he said. “Maybe you’ ve failed.” 

Brawnshanks’s expression drew into a dark, angry scowl. “We’ll see 
about that,” he said. He turned his frown on Briskhand again. “Bring him. 
Let’s find out what these Dragon stones make of lava.” 

Lava? Dasher thought frantically, as he was dragged to his paws again. 
Who or what is that? 

The monkeys marched him back toward the big tree where 
Brawnshanks had been lounging, and past it toward the cracks in the earth. 
For a moment Dasher thought the monkeys might be about to toss the stone 
down inside, and throw him in along with it. But instead they pushed and 
prodded him into a cave entrance that led down into the earth. At first this 
was a relief, but Dasher’s relief quickly turned into fear as he realized just 
how far down the monkeys were leading him, and how hot it was down 
here. 

The tunnel was dark, and once again Dasher thought of making a run 
for it—but he was surrounded by monkeys, and the passage felt too small 
for him to fight his way out. 

He could hear the breathing of the monkeys all around him coming 
harder as they struggled with the oppressive heat, until finally, weirdly, he 
realized there was light up ahead. He could see the back of Brawnshanks, 
his golden fur haloed in the strange red glow. 

When they shoved him out of the tunnel, for a moment Dasher winced 
and closed his eyes against the burning heat and light of the chamber 
beyond, his whiskers curling in the hot air. Then he slowly blinked his eyes 
open, and his jaw dropped. 

He didn’t know what the substance was exactly. It looked like earth. But 
it was red, and liquid, and hotter than fire. 


Would even stone burn up in that? he thought. He didn’t try to escape 
his captors this time, as Brawnshanks held up the stone and turned it so it 
glinted in the strange fiery light. There was no point. Brawnshanks would 
throw the stone into that stuff—that lava—and it would surely be destroyed, 
or at least it would be far beyond the reach of any Dragon Speaker. And 
then they would try to throw Dasher in after it, and then he would have to 
fight— 

Without even a word of gloating, Brawnshanks tossed the stone over the 
edge of the rock and into the lava. Dasher narrowed his eyes against the 
glare and watched as the stone landed on the surface. Strange patterns of 
ash formed around it. The lava began to spit and bubble, and all the 
monkeys took a cautious couple of steps away from the edge, as they 
waited for the lava to swallow the stone. 

And then the lava roiled, like water hitting a rock in the river, moving 
faster and more angrily than anything that looked that heavy should have 
been able to. A few blistering-hot droplets spattered out at the assembled 
monkeys, striking one in the arm, and the monkey screamed and dropped to 
the ground, patting frantically at the horrible burn, the smell of sizzling fur 
rising from her. The lava tossed the Dragon stone around like a leaf on 
rapids before giving a huge burst that sent the stone flying through the air. 
Brawnshanks ducked, gibbering in panic as it flew right past his head and 
smacked into the wall behind him. 

The lava stilled. Droplets that had been flung onto the rocks sizzled and 
turned black, some of them sending up little bursts of flame. Dasher’s heart 
was racing, and he could barely breathe as Brawnshanks stalked over to the 
Dragon stone. He reached out for it, and then snatched his hand back as 
pieces of cooling lava fell off its surface with a series of small plink noises. 

The stone itself was as perfectly smooth and green as it had always 
been. 

Brawnshanks spun to snarl at Dasher, and Dasher met his eyes with 
honest bafflement. The monkey leader seized him by two fistfuls of his fur, 
making him wince and yelp in pain, and pulled his face close. 

“Tell me what they’ve done to it,” he hissed. 

“Done?” Dasher replied, stifling a hysterical giggle. “They haven’t done 
anything to it. It looks to me like the stone’s just stronger than anything you 
can throw at it—like the Dragon Speakers are.” 


Brawnshanks’s fists balled even harder in his fur, and his gaze flickered 
to the lava. Cold terror filled Dasher’s heart . . . and then Brawnshanks’s 
expression turned calm again, and he put Dasher down, almost gently. 

“You have a nice, long think about that stone,” he said. “You’ll help me 
destroy it—and if you can’t, or won't, then you’ll go into the lava, and your 
friend Leaf will never even know what happened to you.” Brawnshanks 
turned to Briskhand. “Tell Crookedclaw to put him in with the other 
prisoners,” he said. 

Dasher was dragged away. He didn’t resist—he wasn’t sad to be leaving 
the blasting heat of that cave, though he kept his eyes on the stone until it 
vanished from his sight. 

Leaf, he thought, I'll get it back. I promise. 

They met another monkey in the tunnels, an older female who Dasher 
guessed must be Crookedclaw. She grabbed his face and turned it toward 
her, studying him silently for an uncomfortably long time before leading the 
gang of monkeys to escort him down another one of the twisting tunnels. 

To Dasher’s dismay, the heat grew worse again, and sure enough, he 
was pushed out of a tunnel into the monkeys’ prison—a rock shelf with 
sheer black stone on one side and a drop into yet more lava on the other. 
And the rock was already occupied with the monkeys” other prisoners: a 
huddled group of about ten pangolins. They looked up at him as the 
monkeys shoved him onto the shelf beside them, their small black eyes 
gleaming in the glow of the lava. 

The monkeys turned and walked away. They didn't even wait in the 
mouth of the tunnel; they simply left. Dasher stretched and shook himself, 
stiff from the march through the darkness and still bruised from attempting 
to fight off his guards, and then he went to sniff at the tunnel entrance. 

“They go farther up,” said one of the pangolins. “There's no other way 
out, so they guard where it's cooler.” 

Dasher turned to look at them, and sighed. 

“Are you eating tomorrow’s food ration?” said a second pangolin, 
scratching under his chin and blinking in confusion. 

“Am I— what?” Dasher said irritably. 

“Are you escaping?” the same pangolin asked, more hesitantly. 

Dasher rolled his eyes. As if all the rest of this weren’t bad enough! He 
was captured, he’d lost the stone, Brawnshanks was going to throw him into 


burning molten rock, and he had to spend the last days of his life with the 
pangolins. 

“You're Dasher,” said another pangolin, and Dasher frowned. “You 
were with Leaf,” she added. 

“Does that mean you're one of the ones who told us there was going to 
be a fire?” Dasher snarled back. “Because if so, you're the reason Leaf is 
missing and three of my friends are dead! We led the red pandas into a 
leopard attack, fleeing from a fire that never happened.” 

The pangolins turned away, folding their claws in front of their noses, 
looking as awkward and ashamed as they could —but the pangolin who’d 
known his name crept a little closer. 

“I'm so sorry,” she said. “The Children read what they read, and we can 
only listen. Disaster cannot always be avoided.” 

“Don’t talk to me,” Dasher snapped. 

“But the fire is here now,” said another pangolin, from the back of the 
crowd. “The fire is real!” 

“What fire? Do you mean the lava? Because the only red panda in 
danger from that is me, and I didn’t need to run into the leopards to get 
here!” 

He shook his head. He didn’t know why he was arguing with pangolins. 
They never made any sense. They probably just couldn't admit when they 
were Wrong. 

The pangolins looked at each other, and one of them nervously nudged a 
pile of nuts and seeds in Dasher’s direction. 

“Rest,” he said. “There”s a nest. We made it from the husks. You should 
take it for now.” 

Dasher looked over, following the pangolin’s pointed claw, and saw that 
indeed, there was a surprisingly comfortable-seeming nest built up against 
the wall, made from a tangle of nutshells and leaves. 

He did feel very tired. 

He looked at the pangolin who*d offered him food, and the one who*d 
recognized him, and saw their anxious expressions, and his frustration 
melted a little bit. He shouldn’t lose his temper with these creatures—it was 
hardly their fault they were so unreliable. 

“T’m sorry,” he said. “I know you didn’t mean any harm. Thank you for 
the nest. I’d love to rest, if that’s all right.” 


“Yes, yes,” said the pangolin who’d offered up the nest. “I’m Swirling 
Storm. This is Circling Breeze,” he added, gesturing to the female who*d 
known Dasher’s name. 

“Dasher Climbing Far,” he said. 

The pangolins all backed away and gave him space as he padded to the 
makeshift nest and curled up. He let his tail fall over his face, shielding his 
eyes from the lava’s glare as well as the anxious glances of the pangolins. 
He could hear them chattering to each other as he lay there, low voices 
repeating fire and Speaker and escape over and over again, but the quiet 
hubbub only made him feel more painfully alone. 

He had to get out of here. He had to get the stone back and find Leaf 
and make all of this right again. But as he drifted into a fitful, 
uncomfortable sleep, he had no idea how. 


Chapter Ten 


I NEVER THOUGHT I’D MISS THE DRIZZLE, Rain thought as she paused halfway 
up the panda path to catch her breath. It was sweltering in the Southern 
Forest. The ground was solid enough to walk on again, but the air was so 
thick and heavy, Rain felt as if she were walking around waterlogged from 
the river, no matter how dry her fur was. 

It was a relief that the storm had stopped raging, but in her heart Rain 
still felt that something was wrong, and not just because the heat was 
leaving her panting and exhausted only halfway to the top of the hill. 

It’s not the Great Flood again, she told herself. But what if it’s 
something else just as terrible? The harmony of the kingdom feels like it’s 
been thrown off—there' no middle ground these days, just storms and 
baking heat. Is this what splitting the Dragon has done? Split the world into 
its extremes ? 

The hog badger’s burrow had dried out in no time, and the pandas had 
managed to help the takin move the fallen tree trunk before the ground 
hardened too much. There was no news yet of the squirrel cub, though, and 
there were more creatures waiting for her at the top of the hill. She sighed 
and carried on her weary way to the peak, where she found the animals 
she’d been sent to meet: a small flock of blue sheep. She settled down with 
her back against a tree while the creatures gathered around and told their 
story, snorting and hoofing the ground, looking just as uncomfortable with 
the heat as Rain felt. 

“We got separated, Dragon Speaker,” their leader told her. “We were 
trying to cross a stream, and the rest of the flock made it, but then Fleece 
got her hooves stuck in the mud and we decided it was too dangerous—we 
hid under an overhang, but when things finally dried out, we couldn't find 
the others anywhere.” 

“Please,” said another, “can the Dragon tell us where they are? How can 
we find them again?” 

“T’ll ask the Dragon for help,” Rain promised. And I will, the next time I 
get the stone from its hiding place, she thought. “But perhaps I can help 


you. Where were you trying to get to? Maybe if you make your way there 

“Rain!” a voice gasped. Rain looked around and saw Fir scrambling up 
the hill, panting and wheezing, her eyes wide. “Rain, come quick! It's Goji 
—she’s hurt!” 

Rain leaped to her paws and shot a worried look at the group of blue 
sheep. 

“We’re fine,” said their leader quickly. “We’ll take your advice and head 
for the mountains. Go, your flock needs you.” 

“Good luck,” Rain said. 

“Come on!” Fir cried, anxiously scraping the dusty hillside with her 
claws. 

“Take me to her,” said Rain, and together they charged down the hill, 
Fir leading Rain along a path and then into the undergrowth, along the 
bottom of a ravine between the peaks. They splashed through the stream 
where Pebble had died, the cool water and the memory both brief and 
shocking to Rain as she tried to focus on following Fir’s white tail. They 
burst from a line of trees to see a group of pandas huddled around a 
hunched figure who lay at the base of one of the tall rock columns, half 
supported by a cracked and fallen pile of bamboo canes. Pepper was there, 
crouching by his mother’s side and trembling, and Horizon and Cypress 
were with him. Rain’s panting breath stalled, her chest aching, as she waited 
for movement from the bloodied frame of Goji. 

Then Goji lifted her head to look at her, and Rain let her breath out as a 
groan of relief. She stumbled over to the older panda. Goji let her head fall 
back as Rain approached, gasping in pain. There was blood on her fur: a 
large wound on her left haunch, bleeding slowly but steadily down her leg, 
and another, smaller clump of bloodied fur behind her left ear. 

“We need purple bamboo,” said Rain. 

“What?” said Pepper. 

“The red pandas use leaves from purple bamboo to help heal wounds,” 
Rain explained. “Dasher used it with Plum, and with Shadowhunter. It 
grows Near water. You know the kind I mean?” 

“I do,” said Cypress. “I know where there’s some growing, Pll go fetch 
it.” 

“Thank you,” said Rain. She turned her attention to Goji, nosing very 
gently at the blood-soaked fur on her haunches. 


“Careful,” Goji snapped. Her eyes were wide and staring with pain and 
shock. 

“I will be,” said Rain. “What happened, Goji? What . . . what did this?” 

But Rain already knew the answer to that question. The pattern of tooth 
marks was the same as the ones in Pebble’s throat. 

A panda did this! 

“I don’t know,” Goji muttered. She gritted her teeth and tried to stand, 
but wobbled and fell back onto her side. Pepper wriggled around her and 
put his paws over her. 

“Don’t get up, Mother,” he said. “They haven't brought the special 
bamboo yet!” 

Goji let out a frustrated huff of a sigh, but she closed her eyes and lay 
against Pepper’s chest. “I was attacked,” she said. “By another panda! But I 
don’t remember . . . it was so sudden. I didn’t see them coming. I didn’t 
smell anything strange. Just felt the pain in my head, and my leg, but 
everything was fuzzy by then... . I think I got them, though,” she added, 
and weakly raised one paw. “I smacked them hard, across the face.” 

Rain shivered. But who was it? If it was Brawnshanks's ally, why attack 
Goji? Unless they’re trying to scare me, indiscriminately biting pandas just 
to cause chaos? Or perhaps this was a mistake —maybe they thought she 
was someone else. 

Was this even the same panda who’d killed Pebble and attacked 
Lychee? She had no proof that the attacks were connected, even though she 
felt in her heart that they must be. 

While they waited for Cypress to bring the purple bamboo, Rain sat 
with Goji, helping her clean her wounds and listening to her talk through 
what had happened to her. Goji’s expression swapped back and forth 
between outraged anger and woozy frustration. Rain got the impression she 
would have liked to set out to find her attacker and fight them on her own 
terms. But nothing she could describe gave Rain any clues about who the 
attacking panda might have been. 

Cypress arrived with the purple bamboo, and Goji ate some of the 
leaves, weakly at first, but then the pain seemed to ebb away and she found 
she could stand up. She still wobbled on her paws a little, and Pepper 
walked close beside her and did his best to steady her as Rain, Cypress, 
Horizon, and Frog escorted her back to the nesting hill. 


All the way there, Rain felt her paw steps becoming slower and heavier. 
The clouds drew over the sun again, the air felt thick, and Rain felt the 
weight of the situation on her shoulders, almost too much to carry. How 
could she protect the Prosperhill pandas? She couldn't be everywhere at 
once. 

Could she tell them all that they were in danger, make the pandas stay in 
the feast clearing and never leave her sight? If she didn’t tell them now, and 
then more of them were hurt, or even killed, she couldn't bear it. But no 
matter what she told them, if she tried to keep them all together, she knew it 
would just lead to confusion and fighting. Innocent pandas would get hurt, 
no matter what she did. 

When they got to the nesting hill, Rain made sure Goji was comfortable, 
and then she turned to the others. 

“Can you do something for me?” she asked. “Find the other Prosperhill 
pandas and send them here for the Feast of High Sun? Goji shouldn’t walk 
too far, and I have something I need to say to all of you.” 

Cypress and Horizon gave each other a questioning look, but they 
nodded to Rain and said they would do their best. They headed off, with Fir 
scampering at their heels. 

Rain sat with Goji and Pepper until it was time for the feast. She didn’t 
want to leave them alone, but she didn’t speak to either of them very much 
—she sat and thought through everything she was about to say, while the 
other pandas gathered around her in ones and twos. She examined each of 
them for any sign of blood on their muzzles, or any flinch of recognition 
from Goji—but of course there was nothing. If her attacker was here, they 
were more careful than that. 

Every Prosperhill panda came to the feast, including Blossom and 
Ginseng. Rain would normally have expected that, but this time she found 
herself a tiny bit disappointed that the killer hadn’t given themselves away 
by vanishing before she could confront them. 

“We’ll start the feast shortly,” Rain said, as the pandas arrayed 
themselves on the hillside with jaws and paws full of bamboo. “There’s 
something important I need to say first.” 

The pandas all looked up at her. Some of them seemed apprehensive, 
others suspicious. Rain noticed that Blossom narrowed her eyes. Fir nudged 
Frog with her shoulder and whispered, “I told you so!” 


“T’ve been thinking about Pebble’s death a lot in the last few days, and 
I’ve realized something. I don’t believe that Ghost was responsible. But the 
killer was a panda. And I think that panda is still here, among us.” 

Gasps and mutterings filled the steamy air. One or two of the pandas 
stared uncomprehending at Rain while this sank in. A few of the smarter 
ones, including Ginseng, slowly began to look around at the other pandas 
with frightened, suspicious expressions. 

Interesting, Rain thought. Is Ginseng acting, or is he really looking for 
the killer? 

“That doesn't make any sense,” Blossom said. “We saw Ghost, right 
before Pebble’s murder, and then he denied it. Why else would he lie?” 

“I have good reasons to think it wasn't him,” Rain said, stung with 
annoyance at Blossom's unerring ability to pick at the part of all this that 
she was still the least certain of. Just the kind of thing a killer would do to 
throw suspicion off herself, she thought. But I have no proof. “And one of 
the reasons is that Lychee and Goji have both been ambushed and attacked, 
and Ghost is long gone. I don't know who is doing this, or how they’re 
keeping their identity a secret. I suspect they’re being told what to do by the 
golden monkey Brawnshanks. Perhaps he’s manipulating them, or 
threatening them. But I know that while they’re here, it’s not safe for us all 
to be together, living so close to other pandas. So I think . . . it’s time to 
leave.” 

A stunned silence filled the nesting hill. 

“But... where do we go?” said Pepper. 

“We find our own territories,” said Rain firmly. “All of us—you too, 
when Goji's well enough to walk. Just like some of us wanted when we 
held the vote. I will stay here—the other animals still need me, and they 
know where to find me if I’m in the Prosperhill.” 

“Surely there’s more strength in numbers,” said Ginseng. 

“You just want to keep the Prosperhill's bamboo all for yourself,” 
muttered Blossom. 

Rain tried to ignore that, but their protests did make her feel deeply 
suspicious. They didn’t want to stay before —why were they so keen on it 
now? Was it all a front? Something is up with these two, even beyond being 
my top suspects for attacking the other pandas! But what? 

“There is plenty of bamboo all over the Southern Forest,” she said. 
“And when I find out who killed Pebble—and I will find out, and make sure 


they never hurt another panda—then if you want, you can come back and 
live together again. This is my order, as Dragon Speaker. We’ll eat this last 
feast together, and then you must all go.” 

The Feast of High Sun was a muted affair, but no pandas seriously tried 
to argue against Rain's order. She noticed that Fir and Frog sat side by side, 
ignoring both sets of parents, and she felt terrible for splitting the best 
friends up—but they were too young to go off alone. Crag seemed grumpy, 
and Rain wondered if it was just that after losing his mate to stay in the 
Prosperhill, he was now being forced to leave anyway—or is it something 
more? She noticed Ginseng grumbling something to Cypress, who shook 
his head and nodded toward Goji’s wound. Was he trying to persuade 
Ginseng that this was serious? Or... 

What if it's not Blossom and Ginseng at all? Rain thought. What if it's 
just one of them, working with another panda—some panda I would never 
have expected? 

She shook herself. 

I’m trying to see patterns where there arent any, she thought. All the 
more reason for them all to leave until I’ve sorted this out. 

At last the pandas finished their feast and began to walk away. Fir and 
Frog said their goodbyes; Dawn held Frog to her chest for a moment before 
they departed. Crag simply walked off into the forest without another word. 

Rain walked back to the feast clearing—back to her clearing—slowly, 
with her spine tingling all the time. She’d done the right thing. Hadn’t she? 
Right now, either way, she felt very, very alone. 

She climbed the last few panda-lengths to the top of the hill and saw 
something that calmed her heart at once. 

“Lychee!” she exclaimed, and ran to greet him. He was sitting in the 
middle of the feast clearing, looking around in puzzlement. “I’m so glad 
you’re back,” Rain said. Lychee smiled at her faintly. 

“Rain,” he said. “Where is everyone?” 

“Goji was attacked,” said Rain. “I sent them all away. I thought it’d be 
safer for them to have their own territories. At least the killer won’t be able 
to pick and choose their victims so easily. That's . . . that’s what I think, 
anyway.” 

Lychee’s eyebrows went up, and he nodded thoughtfully. “Yes, I see 
your thinking,” he said. “That's probably smart.” 

“What about you?” asked Rain. “Did you find Leaf? Any sign?” 


Lychee met her eyes and hesitated, and Rain's spirits plummeted once 
more. 

“What? What's wrong?” she asked. 

“Rain... I was right about Nimbletail,” said Lychee, wincing as if it 
caused him physical pain to say so. 

It took Rain’s mind a few moments to realize what he meant. 

“Wait . . . no. You must be mistaken. Nimbletail is loyal to the Dragon 
Speakers,” she said. 

She's loyal to me. She's helped me more than once. I cant believe she’d 
lie to me! She's my friend. 

Lychee shook his head, looking miserable. “I was searching the 
Northern Forest for any sign of Leaf, and I came across a group of 
monkeys. Nimbletail was there. She was telling another monkey called 
Crookedclaw everything about you. She said that you knew that Ghost 
hadn't killed Pebble and had sent her to look for him. She told them 
everything, Rain. She’s been watching you, even when you didn’t know it.” 

Rain shook her head and backed away from Lychee. He was mistaken. 
He had to be mistaken. 

“No,” she said. “This is wrong, I don’t—I didn’t—” 

“Pm so sorry,” Lychee said. “You trusted her, and she betrayed you.” 

“I just—I don’t understand,” Rain muttered. “I thought she . . . I 
thought...” 

Lychee was saying something, but Rain couldn't focus on his words. 
His voice was just a sad drone in the back of her head. The words that came 
to the forefront of her mind were quite different: 

Your enemy will become your friend. 

“Was it wrong?” she muttered, cutting Lychee off. “Was the Dragon 
wrong about her? Did it lie to me? Or did it mean someone else all along?” 

“What did the Dragon say?” Lychee gasped. “I thought you hadn’t 
heard its voice since the Dark Sun?” 

Rain shook her head. “I couldn't, for ages. I kept hiding my stone 
because I thought it was better to keep it secret than try again. But then I 
did, and it said . . . maybe it doesn’t matter. I want to speak to it again. If 
Nimbletail’s not really on our side . . . well, I have to at least try.” 

Lychee nodded curtly, and Rain gave him a lick on the side of the face 
in appreciation. 

“Pl try to explain more on the way,” she said. “Come on!” 


She led him at a fast scramble down to the place she*d hidden her stone 
the day before: a wide patch of bamboo that covered a small hillock. In the 
middle of the patch, she knew she*d find the cane with the claw mark on it 
—the thickest one, the one where she*d hidden the stone. She pushed 
through the green curtain of waving canes, sweat tickling her neck. And 
there, in the center where the thick bamboo had been, there was nothing but 
a splintered mess of bark. 

No bamboo. 

No stone. 


Chapter Eleven 


“Is IT ALWAYS LIKE this?” asked Snowstorm, pausing to shake herself 
vigorously again. “I’ve never been this warm!” 

“No,” said Ghost and Shiver together. 

“It's always warmer than the mountains,” Ghost went on, “but not like 
this.” 

Snowstorm sniffed at a patch of narcissus flowers. “So much grows 
down here!” she exclaimed. “And look!” Her eyes went wide as she 
followed the path of a crane as it soared overhead, and then watched a 
scampering squirrel run along a tree branch back the other way. “There are 
so many...” 

Then she sneezed, and the squirrel vanished, and a flock of birds took 
flight from the tree and scattered into the sky. 

Ghost nodded, feeling oddly proud. Snowstorm and Frost had never 
traveled this far beyond the snow line in their lives. Of course they were 
startled by the vibrancy and the life of it all. 

And this is just the Northern Forest, he thought. Imagine their faces if I 
ever brought them to the Prosperhill. ... 

But at the same time, when he looked at the narcissus flowers, he saw 
the signs of something very wrong. The long green stems were bent over, 
some of them broken from the storms, others wilting from the terrible heat. 

“I don’t think this is right,” Ghost said. He looked up and saw the storm 
clouds rolling overhead. “I think the Dragon is angry, or maybe it’s just. . . 
confused. We’ve confused it, with all our bickering, while the monkeys got 
away with doing whatever they liked. Usually when it’s this hot, it’s 
because the sun is out! But it’s almost as dark as Sun Fall, and it’s not even 
Long Light.” 

“We’d better find your stone, then,” Shiver said. “And quick. I don’t 
like this. I’m sure I can still hear the thunder in the mountains.” 

Ghost listened as Shiver took the lead once again. He wasn’t sure, but 
every so often his ears did catch a distant low sound. It was possible Shiver 


was right, and the storm was still on the move, just pouring down the worst 
of its wrath somewhere else right now. 

Shiver pointed the cubs Born of Winter down into a valley and around 
in a wide arc that Ghost thought was taking them upriver, possibly toward 
the territory where Leaf’s panda family had settled—the Hollowtree, she’d 
called it. 

Perhaps Ill find her there, he thought. Maybe I can still make this right. 

By the time High Sun was over, all four of them were struggling to keep 
going. Shiver was walking with her tongue sticking out, and Frost was 
dragging his paws as he brought up the rear. Ghost called a halt when he 
spotted a few thin bamboo canes growing from between a gap in some 
rocks. He broke them off and recited the blessing for the Feast of Long 
Light, while Shiver sat respectfully quiet beside him, and Snowstorm and 
Frost sprawled on the rocks, exposing their bellies to the sky, as if trying to 
find a way for the heat to escape. 

“Eat some bamboo,” Ghost suggested. “It’s good. And it’s moist, so it’ ll 
be cooling.” 

He tore off a few green strips of bark and tossed them over to his 
littermates. They rolled over and sniffed at it, and Frost even picked up one 
of the strips in his mouth and gave it an experimental chew. 

“It's just wood,” he said, pawing at his muzzle as he dropped the bark 
on the stone. “You’re eating wood.” 

“That’s what I said,” said Shiver, looking pleased with herself. 

As Long Light turned into Sun Fall and then Dying Light, the cubs Born 
of Winter pressed on toward Shiver’s hiding place. She explained that she’d 
taken a long way around to get to the mountains so that she’d be able to 
hide the stone somewhere nobody would find it, far away from the 
monkeys’ territory in the Broken Forest. Ghost just hoped, silently, that she 
hadn’t forgotten where she’d left it. 

But sure enough, as night drew in, Shiver stopped in her tracks and 
sniffed around at the ground in front of her. 

“This is it!” she exclaimed, and ran the rest of the way to a large ginkgo 
tree bedecked with bright yellow leaves. She started digging around its 
trunk, and Ghost sank down to sit in the grass. He felt so strange—as if his 
thoughts were melting together. His head ached, and he licked his muzzle 
and found that his throat was dry, even though they had stopped to drink 
from a stream only a little while ago. 


A faint gleam appeared in the hollow Shiver was digging beneath the 
roots of the ginkgo tree. She reached in with her jaws, fished out the 
Dragon Speaker stone, and dropped it at Ghost's paws. 

Ghost scooped it up, brushing the mud from its surface, and held it 
tightly for a moment. 

“Thank you, Shiver,” he said. 

Snowstorm and Frost crept a little closer, staring down at the white 
surface of the stone. 

“Is the Dragon in there?” Frost asked. 

“Not exactly,” said Ghost. “But I hope I’ll be able to hear it, now that I 
have this back. I have to try.” He looked up at the rolling clouds and sighed. 
The Dragon gave me the stars and the mountains to look after, he thought. 
But there are no stars tonight, and we're some way from the mountains now. 
“I'm going to get as high up as I can,” he told his littermates. “Wait here for 
me.” 

He searched the hillside for the tallest gingko tree, and chose one that 
looked like its highest branches peeked out above the canopy of the ones 
beside it. Then he began to climb, with the stone clutched tightly in his paw. 
He felt a little self-conscious, knowing that all three of his littermates were 
watching him—he had never been much of a climber in their youth. Trees 
were much easier than rocks, but still, he put a little extra focus into not 
slipping or losing his grip on the branches. Finally he was up inside the 
golden canopy and out of sight of the three snow leopards. 

He paused on a good solid branch to catch his breath, though the air was 
so hot and thick it almost didn’t seem to help, and then pressed on, as high 
as he could go without feeling that the branches under him might snap at 
any moment. Between the leaves, he could see over part of the kingdom: 
the hills of the Northern Forest rolling on all sides, the Southern Forest a 
misty green blur in one direction, and the faint white of the mountain slopes 
on the opposite side. A haze hung over everything. The clouds were so low 
and thick that Ghost almost felt as if he could reach up from his perch and 
touch them with his claws. 

Ghost closed his eyes, holding the stone tight. 

“Great Dragon,” he said, “I know that things aren't right in the 
kingdom. I know that the monkeys are behind a lot of it. I shouldn’t have let 
myself get distracted. I want to be the best Dragon Speaker I can. Please, if 
you have any advice for me, I’m listening.” 


The wind picked up, blowing warmly through the fur on the back of his 
neck, but it didn't feel quite the same as the warmth he’d felt from his 
connection to the Dragon before. 

Maybe it's just the weather, he thought. 

He listened for the slightest whisper of a voice, but all he heard was the 
whistling of the wind as it picked up, and a distant rumble of thunder. He 
clung tighter to the tree, and kept his eyes squeezed closed. ... 

Then the darkness behind his eyelids started to change. At first he 
thought that the sun had just peeked out from behind the clouds, but he 
didn’t feel the heat of it on his fur, and when he moved his head, the quality 
of the glow didn't change. There were no shadows of leaves or branches. 
He put his paw up over his face, and yelped in surprise as he saw no 
change. 

He blinked his eyes open with a gasp. 

The light was gone. At least, it was no longer shining on him—he 
looked out over the Northern Forest, and a whole hillside and valley seemed 
to be lit up, as if the sun had come out to shine down on them. But when 
Ghost looked up, the clouds were just as heavy and black as they had been 
for days. 

A voice spoke, strange and whispery, in the back of Ghost's mind, and 
he almost lost his grip on the tree branch. 

“I will light your path,” the voice said. It didn’t sound quite like the 
Dragon’s voice he’d heard before—instead there was a crackly, hissing 
sound to it. “You can save them, but you must hurry.” 

“Save who—” Ghost began, and then out of the black clouds came a 
white forked spike of lightning that almost blinded him. It split the sky, and 
with an almighty crack it struck the patch of forest that had been lit up. The 
thunder that followed was deafening, and the fuzzy ache in Ghost's head 
felt like he was being squeezed from the inside. A second lightning strike, 
and a third, snaked down and struck the hillside. 

And then Ghost saw the smoke begin to rise from the trees. 

He scrambled back down the tree, slipping from branch to branch and 
sliding down the trunk, leaving deep claw marks in the bark. 

“What's happening?” Shiver gasped. “I smell something” 

“It's smoke,” Ghost said, running over to his littermates. “The forest is 
on fire. I need to go. There are creatures there—I need to help them.” 


Before Shiver could reply, white light enveloped them all, all four of 
them yowled in terror, and the tree that Ghost had just been climbing 
exploded in front of them. Branches crashed, and smoldering splinters 
rained down around the littermates. 

“Snow Cat!” shrieked Frost. “We can't stay here!” 

The fading bolt left pink, purple, and green light dancing in the air in 
front of Ghost's eyes. He shook himself, feeling the static crackling in his 
fur—or maybe that was just the fear. 

“I have to,” he said. “I can save them—” 

“Go!” Snowstorm said. “We’re right behind you.” 

Ghost broke into a run, dashing away from the steaming, splintered tree 
and toward the smoke, his heart beating hard along with the thumping of his 
paws on the hillside. He kept his gaze focused on the direction the Dragon 
had shown him and simply ran as straight as he could, down into a valley 
and then up a gentle slope dotted with rocks, around a leaning peak covered 
in moss and ferns. It wasn't hard to tell he was going the right way. The 
smell of the smoke was blowing across the landscape, and Ghost started to 
see creatures running in the opposite direction—a pair of deer charged past 
him and almost knocked him over, flocks of birds zoomed overhead, and a 
marmot skidded to a halt as Ghost charged toward it. 

“Dragon Speaker Ghost! What are you doing here?” it chittered. 
“There’s a fire! Run the other way!” 

“He’s here to help,” said Snowstorm, who was keeping pace with Ghost 
and barely out of breath. “You keep running—tell everyone you see to get 
out of the area!” 

“T will! Good luck, Speaker!” squeaked the marmot. The creature’s cry 
of encouragement gave Ghost’s paws new strength, and he put on another 
burst of speed as he crested the next hill. 

The sight that greeted him was almost unbelievable. Across the valley, 
the forest was burning. Flames leaped from branch to branch, as the leaves 
that had dried out in the heat caught fire by the hundreds. Black smoke 
billowed from the trees and hot ash drifted through the air. Horrifying 
animal cries of fear and pain echoed across the hillsides, not quite drowned 
out by the crackling of the fire. 

The three snow leopards charged up beside him and stumbled to a halt, 
blinking and recoiling from the heat of the fire. 

“Oh no,” yowled Shiver. 


“What do we do?” said Frost. “You can’t go in there!” 

“I have to!” Ghost replied. “Can't you hear them? I have to help the 
creatures who are trapped in there!” 

There was an almighty crash from the forest, and Ghost saw a cluster of 
burning bamboo canes fall between two trees. 

Ghost looked down at his paws, steeling himself to move forward, and 
startled. His right front paw was glowing, not like the fire, but with a 
shifting white light like the stars on a moonless night. It was so odd that it 
took Ghost a fraction of a moment of staring to remember that his right paw 
was holding the Dragon stone. 

He picked it up and looked down at the stone tucked neatly behind his 
white grip pad. It glimmered, sending out rainbow points of light as he 
turned it back and forth. And when he looked back up at the forest, there 
was something even stranger—out from his paws, up the hillside, and 
between two of the trees, the same glimmering light snaked like a path into 
the burning forest. 

“It said it would show me the way,” he murmured. Now that he was 
looking closely, the path vanished into the smoke, but the trees nearest to it 
weren’t burning. 

“Ghost, what's happening? What are you looking at?” Shiver mewled. 

“You can't see—no, of course. It's all right,” he said. “The Great 
Dragon’s going to show me a safe path.” At least I really, really hope that's 
what it means. 

“We’re going in there?” muttered Frost. 

“Iam.” 

“Then so are we,” said Shiver. 

“Come on,” said Ghost. “Stay close to me.” 

And he started toward the burning hillside, following the path of light 
into the smoke-filled forest. 


Chapter Twelve 


CROOKEDCLAW REGARDED DASHER AND the pangolin prisoners with a look of 
cold calculation. She was flanked by more monkeys—possibly the ones 
who*d brought Dasher in, but he wasn't sure. Another one stood in the 
entrance to the tunnel, as if the monkeys really thought that the pangolins 
might make it past Crookedclaw and her other two thugs without getting 
caught and tossed into the lava. 

Dasher didn’t know how long he’d been a prisoner here. Probably not 
very long, but in this desperately hot, dark place, with instant burning death 
only a few panda-lengths away and without enough water, it was impossible 
to keep track. 

“So tell me something,” Crookedclaw said. “Did you know that the 
stone you brought us had such interesting properties?” 

I didn't bring it to you, Dasher thought indignantly. You stole it from me. 

“Or were you just walking around the kingdom carrying an 
indestructible stone, with no idea what you had? Do you think Leaf knew 
and didn’t tell you?” 

Dasher didn’t answer. The truth was, he had no idea, and he suspected 
Leaf hadn’t either. But he wasn’t going to dignify Crookedclaw’s questions 
with an answer. 

“No, I didn’t think so,” said Crookedclaw. Dasher tried not to let her 
know how infuriating that was. She was just guessing, but so was he. 
“Luckily, we have friends here who know a lot about the Dragons. The 
Children of the Dragon know all its secrets, don’t they?” 

“If we did know, we wouldn't tell you,” said Swirling Storm. 

“The Dragon's secrets die with us,” said one of the others. Dasher had 
learned that this one was called Spiral Moon, and he was one of the 
Children, the pangolins who read patterns in steam and the movement of 
ants to make predictions about things that then mostly didn’t happen. 
Dasher tried not to hold that against him. 

“T wonder if you know how truly special it is for something to survive 
an encounter with the lava,” Crookedclaw said. She picked up one of the 


nuts that the monkeys had brought to feed to the prisoners, and casually 
tossed it off the edge of the rock shelf. 

Dasher tried not to show too much interest, but he couldn't help himself. 
He followed the trajectory of the shell until it hit the red-and-black swirling 
surface. The shell peeled away in ashy strips, and the nut inside turned 
black and then exploded in a ball of flame. Dasher flinched, despite himself, 
and felt all the fur on his back stand on end. A single moment of spitting 
fire, and there was nothing left to show that the nut had ever been there. 

“Now, imagine what will happen when I throw the red panda in,” said 
Crookedclaw. “Hardbelly, seize him.” 

Dasher backed away from the monkeys as one of them stomped 
forward, reaching to grab at his fur. He pressed himself back against the 
wall and reared up, spreading his front paws, claws out and teeth bared, 
ready to bowl Hardbelly into the lava with him if he had to— 

“Wait,” yelped Spiral Moon. “Wait!” 

Hardbelly looked back, and Crookedclaw shook her head. Hardbelly 
advanced, and Dasher spat and raked his claws in the air. 

“Stop!” said Spiral Moon. “He doesn't know anything!” 

“Then why should I keep him alive?” demanded Crookedclaw. 

“Because if you do, then I will tell you what I know,” said Spiral Moon. 

Crookedclaw held up one hand, and Hardbelly stopped moving. 
Crookedclaw crouched down and beckoned the small pangolin forward. 

“Don’t tell her anything,” Dasher muttered urgently. Spiral Moon gave 
him a sad look and then padded over to Crookedclaw, his claws clacking 
together nervously. 

“What do you know that will buy his life?” Crookedclaw asked him. 

Spiral Moon swallowed. “You haven't found the Dragons yet, have 
you?” he squeaked. 

Dasher gave him an apprehensive glare. What was this strange little 
creature about to say? 

“Don’t say anything you’ll regret,” he growled. “It’s not worth—” 

“Shut up,” said Hardbelly, and aimed a swipe at Dasher’s muzzle. It 
missed, but it was enough to make Dasher afraid to take his eyes off the 
monkey again. 

“You’re right. We have not found the Dragons,” said Crookedclaw. Her 
voice was even, conversational, as if she didn’t mind at all that Spiral Moon 


had asked. “Not so much as a claw or a scale. Brawnshanks was expecting 
that the weaker Dragons would be easier to find than the big one.” 

“The Light Dragon, the Dark Dragon, and the Dragon We Do Not 
Know,” said Spiral Moon. “Weaker, yes, but smaller, easier to hide. To... 
to contain. If I were a Dragon, I would go to my Speakers when I needed 
help. Hide somewhere I knew they would keep me safe.” 

Crookedclaw smacked her palms down on the stone, making Dasher 
jump. 

“The Dragon is inside the stone,” she gasped. “Is that what you’re 
telling me, little one? Is that why the stone can't be harmed?” 

Dasher’s paws felt cold for amoment. The Dragon is inside the stone? 
The stone I was carrying around in my jaws for days? There was a Dragon 
in it? 

“That’s right. And that’s why you will never be able to hurt the 
Dragon,” said Spiral Moon, lifting his eyes to meet Crookedclaw’s with a 
defiant sniff. Dasher suddenly realized why the pangolin had agreed to give 
Crookedclaw all this information—he’d thought it couldn’t benefit 
Crookedclaw to know it. 

Dasher had only met Crookedclaw twice, but he suspected that Spiral 
Moon had underestimated her. 

“The stone cannot be destroyed,” said the pangolin. “The Dragon is 
safe, and nothing you can do will change that.” 

“Safe,” said Crookedclaw. She paused, looking down at the stone, deep 
in thought. “Yes, indeed, it seems so. Safe, and in Brawnshanks’s 
possession. Forever. And now that we know, we can gather the other two, 
and then all the power of the Great Dragon will be under the monkeys’ 
control.” 

Dasher sagged as he saw Spiral Moon’s defiant expression crumple. 

“Thank you,” said Crookedclaw. “Hardbelly, come away from the red 
panda. I hope that you think his life was worth it, my little friend.” 

She reached out and gave Spiral Moon a condescending little pat on the 
head, and then she turned and hurried past the monkey who was guarding 
the tunnel, and Hardbelly and the others followed after her, chattering 
excitedly under their breath. 

“Oh no,” cried Spiral Moon as soon as their tails had vanished into the 
tunnel. “What have I done?” 


“Shh,” said Dasher, sinking back onto all fours and lowering his voice. 
“The guards are just inside the tunnel, remember? And what you've done is 
save my life, and I’m very grateful!” 

Spiral Moon blinked shyly at him. “The Dragon likes you,” he said. 
“You protected it as long as you could.” 

“He's right,” whispered Swirling Storm. “The Dragon doesn’t want any 
of us to go in the lava.” 

“Tell me about the three dragons,” Dasher asked, lowering his voice 
even more. “What happened to split them up?” 

He listened with growing confusion and astonishment as the pangolins 
told him what they’d seen in the lava chamber: the Great Dragon 
summoned by the threat that Brawnshanks would throw a dozen pangolins 
into the lava all at once, and then torn apart trying to follow and protect 
them. Three Dragons emerging from the cavern and vanishing—apparently 
to find and inhabit the three stones—one made of light, one made of 
shadow, and one that the pangolins couldn't agree how to describe. The 
only version that made any sense at all to Dasher was that it had looked like 
rainbows reflected on water. 

“Perhaps it will be all right,” said Swirling Storm. “After all, what can 
the monkeys do if they have the stone but can’t destroy it? They aren't 
Dragon Speakers. The Dragon won't respond to them, will it?” 

Dasher took a deep breath, wondering how to tell them, or what to tell 
them, about his experience with the manul and the monkeys. Had the 
Dragon inside the stone been warning him that they were lying to him? 
Would it do that for the monkeys, too? If so, did that mean they*d never be 
able to get out of here using trickery? 

He hoped not—if it came down to brute strength, he didn’t like their 
chances. 

Circling Breeze sidled up to them, rolling a small rock back and forth 
between her claws. Dasher glanced down at the rock and startled. It was just 
the same size and almost the same shape as the Dragon Speaker stone, with 
one curved side and one flatter. It was made of the black rock that formed 
the ledge and the wall, and for a moment it reminded him of the blackness 
he’d seen across the faces of the lying monkeys. 

“Oh! Oh... just for a moment I thought you’d found Leaf’s stone,” he 
said with a sigh. 


“T found this by the lake,” Circling Breeze said. “I picked it up because 
it reminded me of the Dragon stone.” 

“It really does look similar,” said Dasher. An idea began to form in his 
mind—slowly, like a fruit ripening over the summer. “Especially when the 
stone got covered in ash. .. .” 

Circling Breeze looked at Swirling Storm and then awkwardly patted 
the stone toward Dasher. “The Dragon doesn’t speak through this one,” she 
said. “But you can have it, if you want.” 

Dasher put his paw on the stone, and the idea fruit ripened even more. 

“I think there?s a way we can get the real stone back,” he whispered. 
“But you all have to follow my lead, and we have to move quickly, because 
if Brawnshanks realizes what he’s got and somehow makes the Dragon 
communicate with him, then we won't get another chance.” 

The pangolins crowded around him, nodding. 

“First things first,” said Dasher. “Everyone follow me.” 

He picked up the lava stone in his jaws and snuck a little closer to the 
tunnel entrance, just until he could see the tail of the monkey who was 
posted there to guard it. Then he stopped, put the stone down, and turned to 
speak to the pangolins. He tried to whisper, while still making as much 
noise as he possibly could. 

“That's so great!” he hissed. “But we’d better hide it! We don’t want the 
monkeys to know that we have the real Dragon Speaker stone after all!” 

He gave a big wink to the pangolins, who stared at him... . and then all 
began to nod their long heads and clack their claws together. 

“Oh yes,” said Swirling Storm. “Brawnshanks must never find out 
we’ve tricked him!” 

Dasher grinned at her. “Quick,” he said, “hide it under my tail, and we’ll 
make excuses for me not to move if the monkeys come back!” 

“That will definitely work,” said Spiral Moon. “Brawnshanks is really 
stupid!” 

Dasher winced a little. He hoped that the young pangolin wasn’t taking 
this too far. 

“Is it working? Can you see the tunnel guard?” he said to Swirling 
Storm, in a real whisper. 

“The tail’s gone! I think he left in a hurry,” Swirling Storm said, his 
dark eyes shining. “But what are you going to do when they come back and 
demand to see the stone?” 


“Well... Pm... I'm going to lie my tail off,” said Dasher. 

“And that will work?” said Spiral Moon. 

“Either it will work,” Dasher said, “or they’ll throw me in the lava.” His 
mouth turned dry as the full weight of what he was trying to do landed on 
his shoulders. He licked his lips and forced himself to smile. “But they were 
going to do that anyway.” 

Swirling Storm placed one of his scaly paws over Dasher’s furry one. 

“You're very brave,” he said. 

Dasher just hoped that he was right. 


It didn't take long. Dasher’s ears twitched as he heard the monkeys 
scrambling down the tunnel, and he jumped to position himself with his 
fluffy tail over the lava stone, which Spiral Moon had taken care to roll in 
as much ash as he could. 

He didn't know what was going to happen next, but luckily he didn’t 
have much time to think about it, because Brawnshanks came storming 
down the tunnel, flanked by Crookedclaw and the monkey who*d been 
guarding the entrance. Brawnshanks looked furious, but Dasher’s stomach 
clenched as he realized that Crookedclaw’s look was one of deep suspicion. 
Even if they could fool Brawnshanks, could they pull off the same with her? 

“There,” said the monkey guard, pointing at Dasher. “Under the red 
panda’s tail! I don’t know how they did it, but they swapped the stones!” 

Brawnshanks marched forward, and his hands snaked out and grabbed 
Dasher by the shoulders before Dasher could even rear back. He threw 
Dasher aside, revealing the stone beneath his tail, and as he did, Dasher felt 
something hard jam into his fur. As he went sprawling, he saw something 
glint in Brawnshanks’s paw. 

The real stone. He brought it with him. There's a chance. .. . 

“Do you think I’m a fool?” Brawnshanks was snatching up the lava 
stone, holding it in his other hand. 

“No!” Dasher yelped. He had to sell this. He had to make Brawnshanks 
believe, just long enough. The real stone was still covered in ash too, so 
they looked the same. .. . 

That’s strange. It was obviously green before, but now it looks black. 

“No, don't let him take it!” Swirling Storm yelped. “We were so close!” 

“Shut up, or Pll throw you into the lava myself!” Brawnshanks snapped, 
and he raised the real dragon stone over his head and threw it with a furious 


grunt. 

Time seemed to slow, as waves of feelings washed over Dasher—hope, 
triumph, fear. They*d done it. They*d tricked Brawnshanks. But the stone 
was in the lava, and if the lava spat it back out again... 

And he couldn't look behind him to see where the stone had gone, or to 
check that the pangolins hadn't scampered after it, because Brawnshanks 
would follow his gaze, he’d see the real stone not sinking into the lava, he’d 
see the concern on Dasher’s face. .. . 

Dasher steeled himself and threw himself down on the ground at 
Brawnshanks’s feet. 

“Please,” he said. “I beg you, be careful with the real stone! You don’t 
know what power it holds!” 

Brawnshanks kicked out at Dasher and caught him on the side of the 
head. 

“Crookedclaw has told me exactly what it holds,” he snarled. “And now 
you will tell me just how to control the Dragon inside.” 

“Impossible,” said Spiral Moon. “You can't control the Dragon!” 

Brawnshanks looked down at the stone in his hand. 

“You will never be strong enough,” Dasher added. He stumbled to his 
paws and half fell at Brawnshanks, snapping clumsily as if he could snatch 
the lava rock out of his grasp. Crookedclaw put herself between him and 
her leader, shoving him back. That's right. Keep looking at me. Dont look 
at the stone, and dont look at the lava... . “I’ve seen Leaf use the stone, 
and I know you will never have the abilities she had!” he said. 

“Then you show me,” Brawnshanks spat. To Dasher’s surprise, the 
monkey leader thrust the stone into his paws. “And if you can’t, Pl start 
throwing pangolins into the lava after their fake stone.” 

At this, the pangolins behind Dasher let out a chorus of chittering yelps. 
Some begged for their lives; others told Dasher not to do it. Crookedclaw 
grabbed hold of Spiral Moon by the neck and dragged him to the edge, and 
the begging grew louder and more convincing. 

“Do it,” ordered Crookedclaw. 

Dasher swallowed. He held the fake stone between his paws. 

“A-all right,” he said. “I'll try.” 

He tried to look like he was focusing on something very, very hard. 

“The Dragon’s power is . . . the truth,” he improvised. “It told Leaf 
things. Things about your plan. Oh! I can hear it! It’s telling me... the red 


pandas are important. We have a vital role to play. And... and the kingdom 
is in danger from a monkey with no name! And the lava is going to burst 
out of the caverns, but you can prevent it, if you have monkeys throw 
enough water onto it to cool it down. ...” 

He looked up at Brawnshanks and Crookedclaw and stopped talking. 
They were staring at him, horror and shock on both their faces. 

Oh no, he thought. Have they been with the real stone too long? Can 
they see that I’m lying to them? 

But then he felt the stone in his paws turn icy cold. For a moment he 
was confused. This was the fake stone. Wasn't it? But no, it wasn’t the stone 
that had turned cold; it was him. Despite the searing heat of the cavern, tiny 
ice crystals were forming in the fur on his paws and his chest. 

The Dragon is with me! 

Brawnshanks snatched the false stone back from him and held it tight 
against his chest, and Dasher realized that the look of shock had completely 
driven away the suspicion from Crookedclaw’s eyes. 

“We will find a way to control this,” Brawnshanks muttered. “And put 
an extra guard on the prisoners. We may want to use them again.” 

And with that he was gone, shoving past the other monkeys and 
hurrying back up the tunnel. Crookedclaw went with him, and the guard 
monkey gave Dasher a self-satisfied look and stationed himself back inside 
the mouth to the tunnel. 

Dasher turned slowly. He met Swirling Storm's eyes, then Spiral 
Moon’s. For a moment, none of them spoke. 

“Whatever shall we do?” said Swirling Storm, loudly but hesitantly. 

Dasher nodded. The guard monkey could still be listening. “I’m so 
sorry,” he said. “I can't believe I lost the real stone!” But he put a 
questioning tone into the last word, peering over Spiral Moon's head. 

The pangolins parted, and Dasher saw with a jolt that they had been 
hiding a splatter of burning red lava that had sprayed up onto the rock 
ledge, and a pair of pangolins who were leaning over the edge. They 
gripped shards of stone in their claws and were batting at something, rolling 
it clumsily up onto the rock where they could reach it. Dasher hurried over 
just as another spurt of lava burst from the black surface, and saw that they 
had managed to extract the Dragon Speaker stone from the lava river. It lay 
on the rocks, just within reach, ash flaking away from its smooth surface. 


As Dasher watched, the black color swirled and vanished, and the stone was 
once again the deep forest green that he knew. 

“We must bide our time,” said one of the pangolins, giving Dasher a 
wink. “And we can get the stone back when we're ready.” 

Dasher nodded, listening to the plink and crack of cooling stone. 

Spiral Moon edged up beside him and stared down at the green surface. 
He glanced back fearfully at the tunnel entrance, and then he leaned up to 
whisper in Dasher’s ear. 

“The Dark Dragon,” he said. “Dragon of night, of things that are 
hidden. The Dark Dragon lives. It knows you are its friend. It heard your 
words, and it reached inside the monkeys” hearts and made them believe 
they were true.” 

Dasher shuddered, but not from fear—he felt awestruck, his fur tingling 
with amazement from the tips of his ears to the bottom of his tail. 

The Dragon knows I am its friend! 


For quite some time, the pangolins and Dasher simply sat in their prison 
chamber in silence, thinking over what had happened. Occasionally, one of 
them would say something, either in a hushed whisper or aloud if they 
could think of a way to say it while pretending to talk about the stone they 
had lost. The stone cooled down enough for them to roll it away from the 
lava, and Dasher lay down on his belly with it pressed underneath him. 

If he could make the monkeys believe anything he said, then surely he 
could tell the guard that he had to let them go, and he’d do it. But could he 
do it again on cue? And even if he could, would it be enough to get them 
out of this place? He didn’t think he could retrace his steps to the surface. 

He was running through lies in his mind, trying to find one that would 
get them out of here, when another scuffling sound came from the mouth of 
the tunnel. The pangolins huddled together at once, Swirling Storm and 
Circling Breeze both stepping in front of Dasher. But it wasn't 
Brawnshanks back to claim the stone, or Crookedclaw coming to ask 
questions. It was a pair of monkeys—one of them was Briskhand— 
dragging a golden-furred shape between them. They threw it on the ground, 
and as it raised its head, Dasher realized with a shock that it was another 
blue-faced golden monkey. A young female, with a wide cut across one 
shoulder and her fur ruffled and puffed up as if she’d been in a rough, 
furious fight. 


The monkeys laughed at her as she tried to pull herself up onto her feet, 
and then they left her there with the pangolins and Dasher, without a second 
look. 

Spiral Moon ran over to the monkey, and she gave him a quick, pained 
smile in greeting. The other pangolins weren't far behind, and by sheer 
press of bodies they managed to help her over to sit beside the cave wall, 
while others fetched her pieces of their meager food supplies, and some 
started to groom her fur and examine her wounds with worried faces. 

Dasher didn't dare move from his spot over the stone, but he nudged 
Circling Breeze with his nose. 

“Who is she?” he whispered. 

“She's a good monkey,” said Circling Breeze sadly. “Perhaps the only 
one left. She’s the one who helped some of us escape from here. Her name 
is Nimbletail.” 


Chapter Thirteen 


RAIN PEERED THROUGH A gap in the ferns as Pepper pranced into the center 
of the clearing, found a lush patch of bamboo, and flopped down beside it. 

“This is great!” he said. “This will make a perfect territory for me and 
my mother!” 

“Hey!” came an annoyed voice, almost at once. Dawn pushed out from 
between two trees. “Can't you smell where you're going? This is my 
territory. I’ve claimed it for me and Frog. Go and get your own.” 

“I have got my own, and this is it,” insisted Pepper. 

“Are you sure this is a good idea?” Lychee whispered in Rain’s ear. She 
looked at him, hidden just like she was behind the ferns. 

Honestly, she wasn’t completely sure about it. But it was the only plan 
she’d been able to come up with. Pepper would wander through all the 
other pandas’ territories, being .. . well, being Pepper, making a nuisance of 
himself and seeming for all the world like a lost cub without a clue as to 
what was going on. And if he happened to run into a bad panda, one who 
might try to hurt him—say, a pair of very suspicious pandas who had 
probably lied about seeing Ghost before Pebble’s death and might now be 
feeling jumpy because of the Dragon Speaker stone they had just stolen— 
then maybe Rain could catch them as they tried to deal with him for good. 

Lychee was right, it was an awful plan, and most of all it wasn't fair to 
Pepper himself, who was spending his day merrily wandering into harm’s 
way all over the Southern Forest. Rain would never have asked him to put 
himself in danger like this if it hadn’t been for the fact that he and Goji had 
still been in the Prosperhill when she’d found her stone missing, and he’d 
insisted on being allowed to help. 

“Pepper, dear,” said Dawn, and Rain could see her close her eyes as she 
struggled to keep her cool. “In the nicest possible way, please get lost.” 

“Fine,” Pepper said, leaping up from the grass beside the bamboo stand 
and shaking himself. “I wouldn't want a grumpy panda like you for a 
neighbor anyway.” 

Dawn just watched him go with a resigned sigh. 


“You see, he's fine,” Rain whispered to Lychee. “Most of the 
Prosperhill pandas are good! He’s only going to get in real trouble if we do 
find the killer, and you and I are right here to help him if that happens.” 

“Then we’d better get after him,” said Lychee. “He’s wandered off.” 

Rain sighed, and led the way as they crept through the ferns, skirting 
Dawn's camp, and caught up with Pepper as he was crossing a stream into 
another panda's territory. At first Rain thought it smelled like Crag’s, but 
surely he would be on his way to rejoin Lily, his mate. There are several 
scents here, Rain realized, more than I’d expect a single panda to leave— 

“Rain!” Pepper gasped suddenly, and pressed himself against a rock. 
Rain hurried up beside him and peered past the rock. Her heart climbed into 
her throat, even though she was very aware that he might have seen 
something important—or he might have imagined a crane with two heads. 

But sure enough, she saw two pandas making their way down the 
valley, stopping to drink from the stream and then passing uncomfortably 
close to their hiding space, one of them limping a little. It was Blossom and 
Ginseng. 

“This isn’t their territory!” said Pepper. “What are they doing?” 

“Let's follow them,” whispered Lychee. “Quietly.” 

The three of them stalked Blossom and Ginseng along the valley floor, 
moving from one patch of undergrowth to the next, until Rain saw them 
stop at the base of a cliff that dripped with water and moss. Rain squinted 
through the leaves as they sat down beside a large pile of greenery, and 
Pepper gasped again. 

“That’s bamboo,” he whispered. “It’s already been picked, though.” 

“And it looks fresh,” said Lychee, frowning. “But this isn’t their 
territory, I’m sure of it. Are they stealing another panda’s feast?” 

Rain’s stomach rumbled as she thought about the feast. It was High Sun 
now, and they had been too busy to stop for a feast since Golden Light. 

No other panda appeared. If this bamboo did belong to someone else, 
they had left it in a very strange place, and they hadn’t come to claim it... . 

“Did some creature know they were coming and leave it there for 
them?” Rain wondered aloud. She shuddered, thinking of the way that 
Brawnshanks had gathered bamboo for Dusk—supposedly special bamboo 
to help him contact the Great Dragon, but all it had done was make him 
sick. If Blossom and Ginseng were being bribed with huge piles of fresh 
bamboo, that was a very bad sign. 


“All right, Pepper,” Rain whispered. “It's time to put our plan into 
action. Let's go.” 

They began to creep around, heading in the same direction Blossom and 
Ginseng were going, but keeping a wide distance from them at all times. 
The two pandas were too busy eating to notice as Rain, Lychee, and Pepper 
passed up and over a hillside, getting in front of them. Rain scanned the 
forest from the top of the hill, and her eyes fell on a scrubby patch of 
ground—not much to speak of, near enough to the river that the earth 
looked marshy, but still with a few healthy-looking bamboo stands growing 
between the stones and grass. 

“There,” she said to Pepper. “We can check, but I bet nobody’s claimed 
that. Let's set you up there.” 

Pepper was only too happy to run down into the damp area, with Rain 
and Lychee following at a cautious distance behind him. He splashed in the 
puddles and ran over to the bamboo, tore one cane down, and chomped into 
it. 

“I love this territory!” he declared. “I pronounce this territory mine, and 
mine alone, and nobody’s here to tell me any different!” 

Then he looked around expectantly. Rain hung her head. Pepper was not 
very good at being subtle. 

They waited there for a while. Pepper was happy just to be able to 
splash in the puddles and eat the bamboo at first, but then he became 
wriggly and uncomfortable, and tried to come over to Rain and Lychee’s 
hiding place in a tall patch of reeds to talk to them. Rain had to shoo him 
back to his spot with promises that they wouldn't be there much longer. 

The truth was, she was starting to get nervous too. What if Blossom and 
Ginseng had only come near here to take the bamboo they*d found, and 
then they’d turned around and headed back the way they’d come? 

At last, Rain saw Pepper leap to his paws. For a moment she thought he 
was going to head over to her again, but then he stood beside the bamboo, 
and sure enough, the undergrowth parted to reveal Blossom and Ginseng. 
They stepped onto the marshy ground, looking around with interest. 

“Hey!” Pepper said. “Can't you smell where you're going? I’ve claimed 
this territory!” 

Ginseng laughed. “Oh, have you?” 

“Nice,” said Blossom. “It's... damp.” 


“But a scrawny little panda like you can't hope to defend this place, can 
you?” said Ginseng, walking around the edge of the marsh as far as he 
could go and still be close enough to Pepper to speak to him. “Look at all 
this water, look at the bamboo growing over here . . . no, no, I think you’ll 
find that the first wandering panda who needs a meal will take it from you 
and leave you with nothing, if you're lucky.” 

“Of course,” said Blossom, “maybe we could help you with that.” 

“Help me?” said Pepper, furrowing his brow in suspicion. “How?” 

Rain felt her own fur creasing into a frown too. This wasn't quite how 
she’d thought this conversation would go. 

“Well, we could pass by once a day and check in on you,” said 
Blossom. “And in return you could give us a feast when we get here.” 

“The juiciest bamboo,” said Ginseng, a sudden flatness to his voice. He 
wasn't charming anymore. He was stating a demand. “Every day. And in 
exchange we make sure nothing happens to you, out here all alone with 
nobody to protect you.” 

Pepper scratched his neck and tilted his head to one side. 

“That doesn’t seem like a very good deal for me,” he said, “but Pll think 
about it.” 

“Then let me be clearer,” said Ginseng, advancing on Pepper. “Just for 
you, since you're such a dung-brained little pain in the hindquarters. It’s not 
an offer. It’s a threat. Do what we say, or we’ll give you a beating just like 
your mother’s. And if you still don’t play along, we’ll chase you out of this 
patch of nothingness, and out of the whole forest. Understood?” 

“Of course,” Rain hissed. “That bamboo before, that was another 
panda’s payment for this ‘deal’! They’ve been threatening the other pandas 
into providing all their feasts for them!” She stared through the reeds at the 
two large pandas advancing on Pepper, and her blood boiled. 

“Rain,” Lychee began, but she was already bursting from the reeds and 
splashing over to put her body between Pepper and Blossom. 

“You leave him alone, you pair of bullies!” she snapped. “I can’t believe 
Leaf convinced me to give you a second chance, and this is how you repay 
us?” 

Blossom backed away, and her front paw twisted awkwardly on a piece 
of slippery ground. Rain suddenly remembered that she had been limping 
when they’d first seen her and Ginseng making their way through the 
valley. 


I was right, Rain thought, fury and horror rising in her throat. All along, 
the culprits were right in front of me! 

“What happened to your paw?” Rain demanded. “No, let me tell you. 
You were clawed by a panda while you were attacking her, out of nowhere. 
You two ambushed Goji. You beat up Lychee, too. I was right all along. 
Admit it—you killed Pebble!” 


Chapter Fourteen 


THE FIRE HAD ALREADY spread so far, Ghost was afraid that it might swallow 
the whole of the Northern Forest. 

He tried to simply not think of the flaming branches overhead, or the 
ways blocked off by smoking piles of bamboo. He didn’t know which way 
he was facing anymore—north or south, upriver or down—only that 
wherever the starlight path led him, he would go. It never steered him 
wrong. Showers of burning leaves fell, and heat blasted from the hollows of 
trees, but the path led him between the flames, and it never faltered, so 
neither would he. The drifting ash in the air and the terrifying crashing of 
distant trees splintering into pieces were things that he knew he could 
ignore, so he tried his best, even though every time a burning ember floated 
Past his nose, he jumped. He clutched the white Dragon Speaker stone tight 
in his paw and blinked away the smoke. 

I put my faith in the Dragon, he thought. I trust you. Lead me where I 
need to go. 

“Wait,” cried Shiver. She paused, choking, and then began to dig at the 
roots of a tree. After a moment, a small nose poked its way out, and then a 
set of pink-fingered paws. A little mole-like zokor looked up at Shiver and 
then at Ghost, terror in its little black eyes. “You need to get out of the 
forest!” Shiver snapped, and then turned away, not waiting to see if the 
zokor followed her instructions, but Ghost saw it and two tiny cubs crawl 
out of the hole and escape into the smoldering underbrush. 

It had to be absolutely terrifying for the snow leopards, who couldn't 
see the white path, and hadn’t even believed in the Great Dragon until a few 
moons ago—but they didn't falter except to pause and catch their breath or 
warn some creature that had frozen to the spot with fear. 

In his heart, Ghost found himself teetering with every step between 
absolute panic and a strange dreamlike calm. He wouldn't be hurt. The 
Dragon would keep him safe. But why had it sent them here? The 
nightmare forest raged all around them, leaves of fire burning on blackened 
branches. 


Then, all of a sudden, Ghost squinted into the smoke and saw a black- 
and-white shape huddled beneath a rock overhang. It was lit up by the same 
glistening white light as the path, and it looked up just as Ghost approached 
it, reddened eyes in black fur circles. 

It was a panda. And not just any panda—it was Rain’s mother, Peony. 
Two other pandas were huddled behind her, breathing shallowly, panic in 
their eyes. 

Peony saw Ghost and her jaw dropped. 

“Ghost!” she gasped, and then fell into a fit of coughing. “What—I 
thought— what are you doing here?” 

All of them jumped as a flash of light from above turned the smoke over 
their heads to a solid gray mass, edged with pink-and-blue fire that lingered 
in Ghost’s vision after the lightning strike had passed. 

“The Dragon sent me,” Ghost said simply. “Come on, we have to get 
you out of here!” 

The other two pandas—Bay and Yew, Ghost realized—looked up with 
hope and fright in their eyes at the same time. 

“Come with us,” said Shiver, and Snowstorm and Frost slunk up to the 
other two pandas and nudged them into movement. 

“Is Rain with you?” Ghost panted. 

“No,” Peony said, but before she could say anymore, the white path 
abruptly shimmered and changed direction, and Peony gasped and threw 
her paws over her eyes as a tree in front of them abruptly collapsed into 
burning ash, as if the fire had turned it into a hollow shell and it had finally 
blown away on the wind. 

“This way!” Ghost called out. “Just keep following me— you’ll be all 
right, I promise!” He turned onto the new path, and the three leopards and 
four pandas all clambered down a steep, rocky incline away from the 
disintegrating trees. 

“There are other pandas here,” said Peony. 

“We’ll find them,” said Ghost. “But why are you here?” 

“Rain sent me away,” Peony said, and Ghost startled, almost more 
frightened by that statement than by the chaos raging around him. But 
Peony went on: “She was trying to protect me from Pebble’s killer. She said 
it wasn't safe, that the killer might still be targeting her and the pandas 
closest to her.” 


“Ghost,” said Shiver, “do you know what that means? Rain knows you 
didn’t kill Pebble!” 

“That’s right,” said Peony. “And she’s very sorry she didn’t believe 
you.” 

Ghost swallowed, his throat burning from the smoke. He couldn’t think 
about that right now. There were six creatures following him, and he was 
their only hope of getting out of here alive. 

The glowing thread twitched, changed direction, and then changed 
again, and a moment later Ghost reeled back as a line of fire burned across 
the forest floor ahead of them. 

“This way,” he rasped, squeezing between two tree trunks onto a part of 
the hillside that was sheltered from the flame by a large rock face. It was 
blessedly cool, compared to the searing heat of the fire right on their backs, 
but the path didn’t end there. It kept going, and so did Ghost, following the 
rock face until he found himself leading the pandas up a dried streambed, 
still muddy from the storms. They passed through a patch of charred, 
blackened trees that seemed to have burned up in moments, and then the 
fire began to close in again, even as the path of light steered Ghost to and 
fro, over rocks and under bushes, keeping them always on firm, non- 
smoldering ground. 

But suddenly the light path flickered in front of Ghost, and a moment 
later he found himself standing at the top of a treacherously steep cliff, 
blinking and recoiling with a yelp from the heat that rose from the chasm 
below. The valley was deep, not wide, but fire ran along it like a river, every 
tree and bush down there blazing like the sun, sending up great plumes of 
black smoke that shifted and blew in the wind. Ghost squeezed his eyes half 
shut and peered across the chasm. The forest on the other side was a bright 
wall of flame, even more nightmarish than the one they had just passed 
through— 

“Hey!” cried a voice. “Over here! Help!” And then another joined it, 
and another, barks and yowls of fear and hope. Ghost could just make out, 
silhouetted against the wall of flame that was pushing them ever closer to 
the edge of the chasm, a group of terrified creatures: several pandas, red 
pandas, and smaller creatures he thought might be manuls or badgers. Some 
of them were climbing the trees that had not yet caught on fire, but up in the 
trees the branches were full of panicking monkeys. 

“We see you!” cried Snowstorm. 


The shimmering path twitched and flickered, and Ghost held his breath. 
The Dragon had brought him this far—it couldn't have been just to give up 
now, to watch the helpless creatures on the other side be driven into the 
fiery chasm! 

“Brawnshanks!” shrieked one of the monkeys. “Look! The white 
panda!” 

Ghost peered into the smoke. One of these monkeys was Brawnshanks? 
He couldn't tell which. For a moment he was seized with a deep and un- 
Speaker-like desire to see the monkey leader lose his footing and fall into 
the fire below. 

“The dead Speaker has come back to life!” shrieked another monkey, 
pointing across the chasm at Ghost. “He’s come back to haunt us!” 

“He's not dead, you pika-brained fools,” came Brawnshanks’s voice. 
The smoke parted, and Ghost saw the monkey a little way farther along the 
chasm, climbing the trunk of a huge pine tree that stuck out over the edge. It 
didn't reach all the way across, but one of its branches was almost close 
enough—as Brawnshanks leaned over to snarl at Ghost, the other monkeys 
charged along the branch and threw themselves off, tails streaming behind 
them, to land in the trees on Ghost's side of the valley. 

Could the pandas make that jump? It was shorter than the Endless Maw. 
Maybe they could. A gray wolf on the other side was already testing the 
trunk, and the pandas were huddling together at the roots. Snowstorm and 
Frost began to pace up and down along the cliff, their eyes fixed on the 
other side. Ghost could sense their frustration. A snow leopard with a good 
run-up might be able to make it to the pine tree from here, but how would 
that help the pandas? 

“The time of the Dragon Speakers is over,” Brawnshanks sneered. “You 
have failed, and the whole kingdom is going to pay for your failure!” 
Surrounded by the billowing black smoke, his blue face almost seemed to 
float in the air above Ghost's head. “I have control over one of the Dragons 
now.” 

Ghost looked up at him. “The Great Dragon is with me,” he said, and 
held up his paw, although he was sure the monkey couldn't see the glinting 
white light shining through the fur. “I don’t control it, nor do you!” 

Brawnshanks’s eyes narrowed. “Let's see how powerful your Dragon is, 
then,” he chuckled. “Bonetail,” he yelled. “Do it!” 


Ghost's fur stood on end. He felt cold panic grip him as he searched 
through the smoke for the monkey called Bonetail. He found him—once 
Brawnshanks had taken the running leap from the end of the long branch, 
there was just one monkey left. He was halfway along the branch, doing 
something. ... 

“No!” Ghost roared, as he realized that all this time, the monkeys had 
been chewing at the pine branch, working away at it with their sharp little 
teeth, until now it splintered, hung loose, and then fell into the fire below. 
Sparks flew up as the pine needles crackled into flame. 

The monkey called Bonetail crouched, sprinted along one of the shorter 
branches, and launched himself into the air. He arced down, missing the 
trees and the ground, but he smacked into the cliff side with his fingers and 
toes reaching out, and managed to swarm up to meet the rest of the 
monkeys, who vanished into the burning forest with howls of horrible 
laughter. 

“Ghost!” called one of the pandas. It was Lily. “Please, help us!” 

Ghost clutched the shining stone in his paw. 

“Hold on!” he called out. “I’m here! I swear PII find a way!” 

I’m their Dragon Speaker, he thought. And Pll save them, if it costs me 
everything I have left. 


Chapter Fifteen 


DASHER AND NIMBLETAIL HAD barely introduced themselves to each other 
when they started to hear a commotion going on in the tunnel. They and the 
pangolins all froze, watching the entrance, listening to the running footsteps 
of monkeys passing through the tunnels. Dasher hunkered down over the 
Dark Dragon's stone and waited, expecting to see Brawnshanks or another 
monkey barging in. 

But nobody did. 

He hadn't told Nimbletail about the stone, and the pangolins had 
followed his lead, even though Spiral Moon had looked sad and whispered 
to Dasher that Nimbletail could be trusted. Dasher wanted to trust her. But 
he couldn't bring himself to let any golden monkey know about the Dragon 
stone. What if Crookedclaw or Brawnshanks somehow turned her against 
them? The fewer creatures who knew the truth, the better. 

Up above, things quieted down for a while. Dasher told Nimbletail 
about how he’d lost track of Leaf and found her stone. Nimbletail told 
Dasher about Rain’s attempts to find Pebble’s killer. 

“So how did you get caught?” Dasher asked. “If they thought you were 
working for them?” 

“Someone turned me in,” Nimbletail said. “I suspect it was Briskhand. I 
think he was watching me—I just didn’t know until it was too late. I’d been 
so careful, but . . . not careful enough, apparently.” She stared into the 
surface of the lava. “I?m just scared for my family,” she added in a small 
voice. 

A little while passed, and in the awkward tension of their imprisonment, 
Dasher almost forgot about the noises they*d heard from above, until they 
started up again—louder this time, and closer. He quietly passed the stone 
to Swirling Storm, who obediently curled around it and pretended to be 
asleep, and then he snuck up to the tunnel entrance and tried to peer up the 
sloping rock path. 

“Get away,” snapped the monkey who*d been put on guard. But Dasher 
thought he was looking nervous, as if something wasn’t right. This close to 


the tunnel, the air was different . . . but he couldn't be smelling smoke, 
could he? Perhaps Brawnshanks had been taking the Dragon's advice and 
throwing water on the lava in the other chamber. 

The patter of monkey footsteps came faster, and now he could hear a 
distant chatter of voices shouting to each other in the tunnels. 

“I mean it!” said the guard monkey, and lobbed a rock at Dasher’s head. 
He ducked and scampered back to the others. 

“There’s definitely something wrong,” he whispered. “This might be 
our chance. Everyone get ready. Nimbletail, can you walk?” 

Nimbletail got up and stretched. She winced, but nodded. 

Even then it was a while before anything happened, except that Dasher 
became creepingly aware that the smell of smoke was real, and it was 
getting worse. And then, finally, they heard footsteps in the tunnel, and the 
guard monkey called out, “Crookedclaw! Thank the First Monkey! What's 
going on? I can smell smoke!” 

“The forest is on fire,” said Crookedclaw. Nimbletail and Dasher looked 
at each other in horror. The guard let out a stream of frightened chittering 
that Dasher didn’t catch, and then cut off with a yelp. “Are you finished?” 
came Crookedclaw’s voice again, deep and angry. “Your panic doesn’t 
serve us. We’re taking the prisoners out of here. We still need them.” 

“Y-yes, Crookedclaw,” said the guard. 

“Quick,” whispered Swirling Storm. “Tuck it under your paw!” She 
nudged the stone over to Dasher, and he snatched it up and pressed it to his 
chest, while the pangolins all formed a loose wall of bodies around him. 
The guard came inside and started shouting at them to go, to follow 
Crookedclaw, and to shut up about it. Dasher didn’t say a word. 

They were marched through the darkness, the smell of smoke growing 
stronger even though the temperature was cooling down the farther they 
moved from the constant baking radiance of the lava river. Dasher briefly 
wondered if they should try to escape the two monkeys and lose them in the 
caverns, but he quickly changed his mind. If the monkeys were already 
escorting their prisoners out in order to keep them safe, what chance did 
they have wandering the tunnels blindly with no guide? 

Dasher only realized that he’d been imagining emerging from the cave 
mouth into a clear night when they stumbled out into the open air. They 
found themselves in a ghostly gray landscape, smoke in the air and dark 
clouds so thick overhead that he couldn't tell what time of day or night it 


was. Thunder rumbled distantly, and it was raining, sort of—every so often 
large, heavy drops of water would thud into the dry dust at their paws. 

Monkeys scampered back and forth, swinging from the broken trees, 
chattering with panic. Dasher scanned the trees, his heart in his mouth. He 
couldn’t see the flames, but he could hear them crackling and see a faint 
orange glow on the horizon, and a monkey scrambled past them with wide, 
frightened eyes and dark, burned patches missing from her fur. 

Crookedclaw waved over some more monkeys. They looked a little 
reluctant to join the guards instead of simply running for their lives, but 
they fell in line, nudging one of the pangolins back into the group with a 
warning hiss. 

“All right, get moving,” Crookedclaw snarled. “You too, traitor,” she 
added, jabbing Nimbletail sharply in the ribs. “I haven’t decided what I’m 
going to do to your sister yet, and I want you alive and here to see it when I 
do.” 

Nimbletail gave Crookedclaw a bleak look but didn’t reply. 

The monkeys prodded and poked their prisoners into a walk, leading 
them between the jagged rocks, past the tree where Dasher had been 
brought to Brawnshanks, and into the trees of the Broken Forest. The rain 
came more steadily now, but it still felt heavy and almost warm. Soon all 
the prisoners and their guards were walking in thin, ashy mud, their feet and 
paws covered in a film of gray. 

“Halt!” Crookedclaw called suddenly. “Stay here.” And without another 
word she marched off into the trees. The other monkeys looked confused 
for a moment, and then herded the pangolins and Dasher and Nimbletail 
against the trunk of a big tree, and spread out to stand guard. 

This has got to be our chance, Dasher thought desperately. He turned 
around to look at the tree. We could all climb this, but the pangolins could 
never be fast enough or jump far enough to escape the monkeys. . . . 

He peered back through the trees to where Crookedclaw had stormed 
off, and saw her leap up onto a trunk and then into the branches, where she 
startled a hunched golden-backed shape. A monkey up there—several 
monkeys—all yelped and dropped the armfuls of food they’d been holding. 

“And where do you think you’re going with all that food?” 
Crookedclaw snapped. 

“Um,” said one monkey. “We, er, well...” 

“Transporting it,” piped up another. “To keep it safe.” 


“Interesting,” said Crookedclaw, “because it looks like you grabbed 
what you could and were running away. You bunch of grub-brained 
cowards, look at you! Do you know what Brawnshanks is doing right 
now?” She pointed into the forest. Dasher was still confused and 
disoriented, but he thought she might be pointing toward the Slenderwood, 
and his heart skipped a beat. “Your leader has run into the fire to help the 
Strong Arms who were trapped! But no, you're too good to risk your lives!” 

As Crookedclaw berated the monkeys, and the guards she’d left behind 
watched her, seemingly transfixed by the display, Nimbletail quietly 
reached for Dasher, leaning down to mutter in his ear. 

“This must be our best chance,” she whispered. 

“I know,” said Dasher. “I just don’t know what to do!” 

“Can you fight?” she asked. “I can take one, maybe two... .” 

“Dasher,” hissed Spiral Moon on his other side. “The Dragon. Give it to 
us. We have an idea.” 

Dasher almost refused, terrified of letting go of the stone. But then he 
saw that behind Spiral Moon, Swirling Storm was standing with his paws 
on Spiral Moon’s tail, and another pangolin was standing on his tail, and 
another behind her, and somehow without anyone noticing, the pangolins 
had formed into a sort of chain, or a snake. ... 

Leaf did say that the Dragon had a long tail like a snake, he thought. 
They have an idea, and that’s better than what I’ve got! 

So he slipped the stone into Spiral Moon’s waiting claws and stood 
back. He caught Nimbletail’s startled expression, and gave her a small 
smile. 

“But then Brawnshanks has... ,” she whispered. She didn’t finish the 
sentence, but beamed back at Dasher. 

Around their feet, the pangolins pressed closer, forming into even more 
of a long, sinuous tail shape. Spiral Moon held up the stone and whispered 
“Dark Dragon!” into it, and then passed it back undemeath his tail to 
Swirling Storm, who did the same, and on and on down the line of 
pangolins, until all of them were chanting at once, “Dark Dragon, Dark 
Dragon, Dark Dragon... .” 

“Wait, what—” said one of the guard monkeys, turning around and 
staring in horrified confusion at the swaying, chanting pangolins. 

“She’s coming back!” hissed another, as Crookedclaw dropped down 
from the tree and started to stomp back toward the prisoners. 


“Hurry,” Dasher muttered at the pangolins. “Whatever it is you're 
doing...” 

“Oh dung, she’ll kill us,” swore a third monkey. She reached out, 
making a grab for Dasher’s ear. . . . 

And then there was nothing. Blackness folded over Dasher, and for a 
moment he thought he must have hit his head, or fallen asleep, or possibly 
even died—although if he’d died, then a chorus of confused monkeys 
wouldn't have started swearing at the tops of their voices, and prying 
monkey fingers wouldn't be clawing at his fur. He turned toward the feeling 
of the grasping fingers, seeing absolutely nothing, and snapped at them with 
his small, sharp teeth. The monkey cried out and probably recoiled, though 
Dasher couldn't see her. 

“What is happening?” gasped Nimbletail. “I’m blind!” 

Dasher leaned over in the direction of her voice, and felt her fingers in 
his fur, gingerly taking hold. 

“Spiral Moon, what did you do?” 

“We ask the Dark Dragon to hide us,” said a chorus of pangolin voices, 
not quite chanting, but all answering at once. “The Dragon provides.” 

“What are you lot doing? Do you have them?” came Crookedclaw’s 
voice. 

“Go,” Nimbletail whispered. “Get moving, quick!” 

“Which way?” Dasher hissed back. There were monkeys in every 
direction, and he knew that he hadn’t been looking at the landscape closely 
enough to be sure they wouldn't run right off a cliff, or into the crackling 
flames of a fire! 

“Any way!” Nimbletail said. “I’ve got you and Spiral Moon’s got me— 
just go!” 

Dasher took a deep breath—the air was still full of smoke and ash and 
the scents of frightened monkeys and burning fur—and began to run. 
Nimbletail’s grip tugged on his fur, but she came along with him. He 
stumbled and slipped, tripped on a tree root, ran face-first into what felt like 
a bushy fern. But he kept scrambling along, barging against something soft 
with one shoulder and smacking into a tree trunk with the other. As long as 
Nimbletail was with him, and the pangolins were with her, it didn’t matter 
where they went—it just had to be away. 

Crookedclaw was still berating the monkey guards, but her voice was 
starting to come from behind Dasher, not ahead. The darkness was absolute. 


Dasher squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, hoping that closing his eyes 
would let his mind and his whiskers understand better what was going 
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Then something smacked into him, and he was knocked to the ground. 
Grasping fingers—not Nimbletail's—closed around his tail and pulled 
themselves up to his neck. 

“Pve got the red panda!” cried a monkey voice near his ear. 

Dasher writhed on the ashy ground, trying to bite and claw at the 
monkey holding him down. His teeth connected in flesh, and a yelp rang 
out through the invisible trees, but the grip stayed strong around his throat. 

Then there was a smack, and the fingers went limp. Dasher heard 
Nimbletail’s voice grunt as the weight lifted—was rolled—off him. 

“Where are you?” called Crookedclaw’s voice in the darkness. “Don't 
just stand there—find them!” 

“Come on,” Nimbletail whispered. “Quietly!” 

Trying to move as silently as he could, Dasher began to walk into the 
darkness. He didn't run. There was no point in running if he was just going 
to knock himself out on a tree trunk or give them away with a surprised yell 
—instead he slunk, relying on his whiskers and his nose, moving slowly 
enough that when he head-butted a bush or his feet found rocks and roots or 
the ground began to slope away, he could adjust. 

Their steps muffled by the growing patter of raindrops around them, 
Dasher and Nimbletail and their trailing tail of pangolins made their way 
through the forest, ever so slowly leaving the cries of the monkeys behind 
them. 

They snuck through the forest for as long as Dasher could bear to keep 
moving—ignoring the raindrops that struck his nose out of nowhere, the 
thick smoke in his throat, and the crackle of flames—but finally he 
stumbled to a halt. 

The air up ahead was getting warmer. He could hear the distant cries of 
animals in distress, and a crunching and thumping that he didn’t like at all. 

“We did it,” Nimbletail whispered. “I think. How do we tell the Dragon 
we don’t need to hide anymore?” 

There was silence from the pangolins, and for a moment panic gripped 
Dasher. “Spiral Moon? Swirling Storm, are you there?” 

“We’re here,” said Swirling Storm’s voice. Dasher sagged with relief. 
“It's just... we don’t know how to stop it.” 


Nimbletail let out a heavy sigh, and there was a soft noise that Dasher 
suspected might be her dropping her head into her hands. 

“We can't keep going like this,” she said. “If we don’t walk into the fire, 
we could go in circles and end up back at the Broken Forest, or fall off a 
cliff and break all our necks.” 

“And we can’t just stand still, either,” Dasher said, “or Crookedclaw 
will eventually find us. Spiral Moon, pass me the stone?” 

He waited, in perfect darkness, while the pangolins rustled and clacked 
their claws and, finally, the familiar smooth stone was pressed into his small 
paws. 

“Dark Dragon,” Dasher said. “We’re very grateful, but we need your 
help in another way now—we need light!” 

There was no response from the stone, and no change in the blackness 
around him. 

Dasher sighed, and turned his face toward where the worst of the heat 
seemed to be coming from... and he saw something. Not something real, 
he was pretty sure—there was no real fire that would make a single point of 
light appear in total darkness, and anyway, it reminded him more of a 
glittering star than a blazing fire. 

It seemed . . . inviting. 

“This way,” he said. “Everybody hold on again. I think we’re heading 
uphill.” 

“That way?” Nimbletail whispered, resting her hand on his tail. “Are 
you sure, Dasher?” 

“I am,” he said, and he was surprised to realize that he really meant it. 
He was leading them into the fire—he could feel it on his fur and hear the 
sizzle of raindrops striking hot wood all around him. But the Light Dragon 
was reaching out to him, and all he could do was walk toward it. 


Chapter Sixteen 


“WHAT IS THAT SMELL?” Pepper asked. “It's like smoke.” 

Rain shook herself. She could smell it too, but it was faint, and there 
was no sign of smoke above the treetops. “Now’s not the time, Pepper,” she 
muttered. “Maybe the lightning hit a tree somewhere.” 

She looked around at the assembled pandas: Pepper, Goji, Blossom and 
Ginseng, Crag, Horizon, Cypress, Fir, Frog, and Dawn. Those were all the 
pandas she’d been able to find in the Southern Forest and summon to meet 
her here. Lychee hadn’t returned, but Crag had told her that he’d said he 
was heading to the Northern Forest to find out if Blossom and Ginseng had 
threatened the pandas who were living there, too. It was a good idea, but 
Rain wished he*d run it by her first—she would have liked him to be here 
for this. 

Blossom and Ginseng themselves were sitting and staring across the 
clearing at her. They hadn’t run, and they hadn’t attacked. 

Why not? she wondered. There was a moment when it was just me and 
Pepper here. When Dusk was still around, they would have taken the 
opportunity to jump us, or escape. So why... ? 

“We didn’t do what she’s about to say we did,” muttered Ginseng. 

“You’ll get to say your bit in a moment,” said Rain. “Pepper, tell 
everyone what Blossom and Ginseng said to you.” 

Pepper cleared his throat and sat up straight. “Do what we say, or we’ll 
give you a beating just like your mother’s. And if you still don’t play along, 
we”ll chase you out of this patch of nothingness, and out of the whole 
forest,” he recited. “They tried to pretend I was in danger and they could 
protect me—but they were the danger!” 

Rain saw Horizon roll her eyes at Pepper. She had to admit, he*d chosen 
a very dramatic way of telling the story—but he wasn't wrong. 

“What did they ask you to do?” she prompted. 

“Oh—they wanted me to gather them a feast. Every day!” Pepper 
declared. “They said they wanted the juiciest bamboo, or I would be in 
terrible danger!” 


“We didn't say that,” grumbled Blossom. 

“You said almost exactly that—I heard you,” Rain snapped. “You told 
Pepper you were threatening him!” 

“That's right,” said Pepper, with an air of wounded pride. “They said I 
was a dung-brained little pain in the hindquarters.” 

“And I don’t think they only came to Pepper with this ‘offer, 
said. “I think they’ve been doing this all over the forest. Am I right?” 

Several of the pandas scuffed their paws on the wet earth, or glared at 
Blossom and Ginseng. 

“I didn’t know what else to do,” Crag said. “There are two of them, and 
we know they can be violent... .” 

“Crag,” said Horizon, shaking her head. “How could you let them bully 
you like that? We never agreed to anything.” 

“Actually ...,” said Cypress quietly. 

Horizon turned to stare at her mate, and then at Blossom and Ginseng, 
anger bristling in her fur. “I can’t believe this.” 

“I agreed too,” said Dawn. She put a protective paw around Frog, who 
looked up at his mother in confusion. “I had no idea they were getting a 
feast from each of us!” 

Rain turned on Blossom and Ginseng with a snort. “Even before we 
split up, you were trying to get other pandas to find your food for you, 
weren’t you?” 

Goji limped up to stand nose to nose with Blossom. 

“It was you?” she snarled. “You knocked me on the head and took a bite 
out of my leg? Why? You didn’t even ask me for bamboo! Though I would 
have told you to go swallow a bee,” she added. 

Blossom snarled back. “Yeah, we knew. That’s why we didn’t ask.” 

“We thought the rest of them wouldn’t take us seriously if we didn’t 
have proof we were willing to follow through,” Ginseng muttered. 

“And is that why you killed Pebble, too?” said Rain quietly, though her 
paws were trembling with anger. 

The assembled pandas gasped, and Goji even took a few stumbling 
steps away from Blossom and looked at Rain as if she couldn’t quite 
believe what she’d just heard. 

“You didnt,” said Dawn. 

“No, we didn’t!” Ginseng said. He turned to Rain and hung his head. 
“Listen, Rain, I realize you have no reason to trust us. We came up with a 
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plan to get everyone else to collect our feasts for us, and we did jump Goji. 
But we never hurt Pebble!” 

“It's true,” Blossom said, keeping her eyes on Rain. “We didn’t lay a 
paw on Pebble.” 

“Ginseng's right,” said Rain. “I don't know how I can possibly trust 
you.” 

“I know, I know,” Blossom said. “But I swear on the Great Dragon, 
we”re telling you the truth about this.” 

Rain was still shaking. She opened her mouth to disagree, and then she 
hesitated. 

Something caught her eye on the surface of the puddles at her paws. She 
thought it was just a rainbow reflecting on the water, until it moved, 
twisting and unfurling, moving across the landscape like a great, sinuous 
body. She could see it, even on the dry ground. 

Great Dragon! 

The shifting, multicolored light reminded her of the way her stone had 
changed when the Dragon had been split. Was this the third dragon, the one 
that was neither light nor dark, that Nimbletail had told her about? 

Does this mean my stone’s nearby? 

The strangest thing of all was that the odd rainbow light had settled 
around Blossom and Ginseng, draped casually over their shoulders and 
around their paws. It didn’t look like a snake trying to squeeze its prey. It 
looked comfortable. Even . . . protective. 

“Your enemy will become your friend,” she thought. I didn’t think . . . 
these two? Really? But I’m sure they’re connected to Pebble’s murder, and 
that means . . . they must know something. They said they saw Ghost do it, 
but that’s not right, so what did they see, really? One way or another, these 
two are the key to solving the mystery! 

And then the vision faded, and Rain became aware that she was staring 
at the two bad pandas, her jaws wide open. 

“What's wrong?” said Pepper. “You look all... foggy.” 

Rain closed her jaws and swallowed. “I... I believe Blossom and 
Ginseng,” she said. The other pandas looked at her as if she*d lost her mind, 
and Rain couldn't blame them. “The Dragon has just shown me the truth. 
They're not our most dangerous enemies. Of course, they’ve still done 
something terrible,” she added sternly, “and they’ll make up for it.” 


She turned to Blossom and Ginseng and put on her most authoritative 
Dragon Speaker voice. 

“From now on, you’ll never attempt to extort bamboo from the others 
again, and you’ll bring a feast to everyone you threatened, as penance. And 
you’ll bring Goji one every day for three moons,” she added. “No panda 
should hurt another, and certainly not over something as petty as being too 
lazy to fetch their own bamboo. Do you agree to this, both of you?” 

Blossom and Ginseng sighed. Blossom didn't answer, but Ginseng 
nodded. 

“Yes,” he muttered. 

“Very well,” said Goji, who was pointedly trying to groom the healing 
wound on her leg. “But then, who did kill Pebble?” 

Rain took a deep breath. “I don't know. But I do know that it might be 
something you two can help me with,” she said. “I need you to lead me to 
where you were on the day when Pebble was murdered. You say you saw 
Ghost. Show me exactly where.” 


Lychee hadn’t yet returned, Pepper had stayed with Goji, and the other 
pandas had scattered back to their own territories, so Rain found herself 
walking alone through the Southern Forest with Blossom and Ginseng. 

She tried her best to follow the advice of the Dragon and put her trust in 
her enemies-turned-potential-friends. It was hard work. Every few steps she 
wondered what on earth she was thinking, and then told herself once more 
that even if she couldn't believe in Blossom and Ginseng, she could believe 
in the Dragon. 

Trust the Dragon. It had never steered her wrong before, not when she’d 
really listened. 

And sure enough, they didn’t seem as if they were planning to try to 
harm her. Both Blossom and Ginseng seemed relieved to have gotten away 
with paying for their misdeeds in bamboo, so much so that they didn’t 
appear to hold too much of a grudge toward Rain for having uncovered 
their scheme. 

“We were here,” Blossom said suddenly. They were standing halfway 
up a hill, near a clump of bamboo canes almost as thick as Rain’s leg. 
“Earlier that morning, we started here. I was napping. Ginseng, you were in 
the tree?” 


“That's right.” Ginseng nodded toward a tall pine a little farther down 
the hill. “And when I came down, I woke you up and we decided to go to 
the stream.” 

Rain let them lead her on, but they weren’t taking the obvious route 
downhill to meet the stream at the bottom of the waterfall. 

“Why did you go this way?” she asked as they clambered over a pile of 
rocks. 

“No reason,” said Ginseng. 

“Really,” said Rain. “No reason at all?” 

“We were chasing squirrels,” said Blossom with a grumpy sigh. 

“Oh, that's right,” said Ginseng. “Stupid little fluffy— well. One of them 
threw a nut at my head while we were walking, so I chased them.” 

“Did you catch them?” Rain asked. 

Ginseng didn't answer that. 

“Look, there's the waterfall,” he said instead. Rain’s heart lurched as 
she looked down, seeing the Prosperhill below her, and the pleasant, 
trickling stream where Pebble had lost his life. 

“We came down here, and that's when we saw Ghost,” said Blossom. 
“He was hiding in that patch of thornbushes.” 

Rain squinted. At the top of the waterfall and a little way back across 
the plateau of the hill, there was a particularly thorny-looking section of 
undergrowth. She peered at it. It seemed like there might be a hollow back 
there. 

“And ...I know what you're going to say, but are you really sure it was 
Ghost?” she asked. 

“Listen,” Ginseng said, “I know you don't want to believe it. I get it. 
He’s your brother. But it was him.” 

“Your brother’s a freak, even if he’s not a murderer,” Blossom said quite 
casually. “He’s not easy to mistake for some other panda.” 

“She’s right,” said Ginseng. “Who else is all white and sounds like he’s 
spent his life talking to those mountain cats?” 

“Wait ... you spoke to him?” 

“Yeah,” said Blossom. “We asked him what he was doing back here.” 

“You didn’t tell me that!” Rain snapped, her heart pounding. “Didn’t 
you think that was important?” 

And Ghost didn’t tell me about it either. What does that mean? He didnt 
do it—I dont believe that—but what kind of secrets is he keeping? 


“If we’d said anything, would you have listened?” Blossom said, rolling 
her eyes. “You didn’t care about our story before.” 

“Well, I do now,” Rain said, trying her best to keep the snarl out of her 
voice. “So what did he say, when you asked why he was back?” 

“Nothing,” Ginseng said. “He didn't answer the question, he just 
snarled in that leopardish way of his and told us to stay away, or he*d hunt 
us down like a tiger.” 

“Typical barbaric behavior,” sniffed Blossom. 

“Like a tiger? That doesn’t sound like—” Rain broke off. Her racing 
heartbeat felt as if it had suddenly frozen. She tried to steady herself as the 
ground under her paws seemed to give way. 

I know who that sounds like. . . . 

“Only a moment later we started hearing the sounds from the waterfall,” 
Blossom was going on. “By the time we got there, Pebble was dead.” 

Rain managed to nod at the two troublemakers. “All right . . . thank 
you,” she said. “T’ll go down there and have a look.” 

Blossom harrumphed and walked off without another word. Ginseng 
nodded back to Rain, and then followed his friend. 

Rain watched them go. She would never understand the two of them, 
but she had to admit she should have listened to them earlier. She’d been 
right to pursue them—but wrong about what they could tell her. Very, very 
wrong. 

She stared down at the plateau for a long, dizzy moment. 

“How?” she whispered. “How did you do it?” 

She couldn’t think about the why right now. It was as if the answer was 
right in front of her, but blurred and evasive, like a buzzing fly in the corner 
of her vision. Or like the blazing light before the Dark Sun, when it had hurt 
to look directly into the sky. 

But she could still figure out how. 

With her paws still unsteady on the ground, she hurried down to the 
plateau and splashed across the shallow, fast-running stream to the thorny 
bushes, sniffing around for any scent of a panda. But there was nothing. It 
had been too long. 

She poked her nose close to the thorns, and shivered, despite the fact 
that the weather was still hot and clammy. 

She’d been right to think that the thornbushes marked the top of a dip in 
the ground—the earth sloped away underneath them, but whether it was a 


hillside or a hidden hollow or cave, she wasn't sure. She had to crawl 
between the bushes, pressing her belly to the thin grass beneath them to see 
through to the other side. She wiggled under, the thorns catching on her fur, 
until suddenly she reached out with her front paws and found there was 
nothing there. She twitched, tried to scramble backward, but couldn’t— 
instead she tumbled forward, over the edge of a grassy lip, and slid down 
into a wide, shallow pit. 

White dust tickled her nose, and she sneezed, sending a pale cloud 
bursting in front of her face. She staggered to her paws and looked around 
at the hollow she’d fallen into. 

It had been well hidden behind the thorns, and it reminded her 
unpleasantly of the pit where Dusk had kept her and Peony captive— 
although the sides were much shallower, and it would be much easier to 
climb out again. And also, instead of wet earth and tree roots, the bottom 
and sides of this pit were made of crunchy, dusty white chalk. 

Rain raised one paw and turned it in front of her face, fascinated and 
horrified by what she was seeing. Her black fur was turning white, just from 
walking—and sliding—in the chalk dust. All he’d have had to do to 
disguise himself as Ghost was spend some time rolling in this stuff. It 
would fool anyone from a distance, for a while, especially Blossom and 
Ginseng, who were inclined to treat Ghost as guilty unless he could prove 
otherwise. 

And they were right about the voice, too. It wouldn’t be hard for a 
panda to mimic Ghost’s growl, if they’d spent enough time around him and 
Shiver. 

It was such a mundane explanation, and yet the horror in Rain’s heart 
grew as she clambered back out of the pit and through the thorns to stand at 
the top of the waterfall, looking down at the shining rocks where her best 
friend had met his untimely, violent end. 

A thin mist rose where the water struck the rocks, a rainbow 
shimmering through it, and Rain knew that she was in the right place, and 
that even without her stone, she had the Dragon here with her. 

It didn’t help her accept the awful truth. 

He’d disguised himself as Ghost. He had waited until Pebble came, and 
then... 

“I’m so sorry, Pebble,” she muttered. “I was so blind. But I can see it 
now, at last.” 


Slowly, the feeling of falling, of coming unstuck from the earth, was 
changing into something else. The shock was ebbing away, and underneath 
it was a searing stream of rage. 

I will have justice for Pebble, she thought. And for me, too. But I’ll need 
help. 

“Great Dragon,” she whispered, kneeling down and staring into the 
water. “If you can still sense me without my stone, please tell Ghost I need 
him. It's time to come home and make this right.” 


Chapter Seventeen 


AT FIRST, WHEN THE darkness fell over the forest, Ghost thought it was just a 
plume of smoke blowing over him. But the air felt clear, and the darkness 
lingered. 

“What's happening now?” yowled Shiver. 

“Ghost!” came the voice of Lily from across the chasm. “Are you still 
there? I can’t see anything!” 

“Stay still!” yelled Snowstorm. “Everyone stay away from the edge— 
don’t move!” 

Ghost held the stone up in front of him and found he could still see it, 
glimmering in the dark like a star. He could see his own paws holding it, but 
nothing else, no matter how hard he tried. The effect was disorienting, and 
he hunkered down, following Snowstorm’s advice, afraid that if he moved a 
muscle he would fall into the river of flame at the bottom of the cliff. 

“We’ll figure something out,” he shouted. “Just hang on!” 

“We can’t hang on much longer!” another creature cried. 

Great Dragon, Ghost thought, holding on tight to the glittering stone. 
What is happening? How can I help them? What is this terrible darkness? 

The Dragon didn’t reply, at least not in words, but Ghost felt a prickle at 
the back of his head, and Snowstorm suddenly said, “Who’s there? I smell 
you—who are you?” 

Ghost turned around, even though he knew he wouldn’t see anything in 
the dark— 

Except he did. Climbing the hill toward him was a red panda. He was 
clear and solid in the darkness, lit by the orange flicker of flames, but 
walking through pitch-black as if he were moving through an empty night 
sky. He looked up and saw Ghost, and his jaw dropped. 

“Ghost!” he cried. 

“Dasher?” Ghost replied. “Is that you? You can see me? What are you 
doing here?” 

“It's Ghost,” Dasher said over his shoulder to someone Ghost couldn't 
see. “He has the other stone!” 


In his small front paws, the red panda was clutching something about 
the same size and shape as one of the Dragon Speaker stones, except that it 
was black, as black as the darkness that had descended around them. 

Dasher scampered up to Ghost. As he did, faint shapes started to pass 
across the darkness all around them. At first they were just gray shadows 
against the black, but they grew brighter and took on clearer forms—a long 
chain of pangolins, each holding on to the tail of the one in front, and one 
golden monkey. Ghost startled at the sight of her until he recognized her: 
Nimbletail, the monkey who had helped Rain escape from Dusk's prison 
pit. 

“Dasher, what is going on?” Ghost asked. “How did you—if I have the 
‘other’ stone, what stone do you have?” 

“The Dark Dragon,” said Dasher. “It's—I was—there’s too much to 
explain it all. This is Leaf’s stone, but the monkeys split the Great Dragon 
into three, and now there’s a Light Dragon and a Dark Dragon and another 
Dragon. They captured us, but the Dark Dragon shrouded us and helped us 
escape. You clearly have the Light Dragon,” he said, nodding toward the 
glowing stone in Ghost’s hand. 

“Clearly,” Ghost said weakly. The red panda was obviously right, and so 
Ghost’s many, many questions would have to wait. Except for one: “Where 
is Leaf?” 

Dasher hesitated, which made Ghost’s heart sink. “I don’t know,” he 
said. 

“There they are!” cried another panda’s voice from across the chasm. 
“Ghost! Ghost, can you see us?” 

“Yes, we can see you!” Frost called back. 

Ghost looked up and realized that while he’d been talking to Dasher, the 
darkness had started to lift. He turned to look back across the chasm, and he 
could make out the faint black-and-white shapes of pandas and the 
frightened movements of the other creatures who were stuck there. 

“Can any of you jump across from the tree?” Shiver asked. 

“Tt’s too far!” howled the gray wolf. 

Ghost startled as something hit the top of his head, and then realized 
that it had been a raindrop—a single, heavy droplet. Could the massive gray 
clouds overhead be about to break at last? 

“Dasher,” said Nimbletail, “it’s all very well reuniting the stones, but 
—” She broke off and threw her arms over her head as a crash rang through 


the forest behind them and a shower of sparks flew up into the sky. “But we 
still have to get out of here!” 

Ghost took a deep breath and held out the stone—the Light Dragon 
stone. “Great Dragon, can you show them the way to safety?” 

The shimmering light glowed brighter. He saw it reflecting in Dasher’s 
eyes but, eerily, not in Nimbletail’s. A glowing path began to snake between 
the trees, avoiding the flames and the worst of the smoke. And was it just 
that the light was making the rest of the forest look shadowy, or were all the 
paths that weren’t the safe way shrouded in darkness? 

“I can see it,” Dasher said. “Thank you, Dragon. Thank you, Ghost.” 

“Go,” Ghost said. “Get the pangolins out of here. Pll find you again.” 

“I hope so.” 

Dasher and his strange group ran off, following the path unerringly, and 
Ghost turned back to his littermates—and the fiery chasm. 

“I can jump that,” said Snowstorm, looking at the gap between the 
broken branch and the trees on their side of the valley. She turned to Ghost. 
Ghost's heart stuttered in his chest, and he wanted to tell her that she wasn't 
allowed to, under any circumstances. But he knew it wouldn't do any good, 
and the flames on the other side were beginning to lick around the tails of 
the creatures who were crowded up against the edge of the cliff. So instead 
he gave a single, terrified nod. 

Snowstorm climbed a tree on their side in a few swift bounds, and then 
without hesitation she broke into a run along one of the branches and 
leaped. 

She landed on the outstretched pine tree with all four paws, dislodging a 
shower of pine needles that incinerated as they fell into the fire below. She 
dashed along the trunk to the cliff edge, and Frost quickly followed her 
over. 

They were talking to the creatures on the other side. Ghost couldn’t hear 
exactly what they said, but it soon became clear what had been decided: 
Snowstorm and Frost both returned across the gap, each carrying a panda 
cub in their jaws. One of them was Cane, the little cub from the Hollowtree 
panda family. The other creature was a tiny, blind, mewling, furless thing no 
bigger than Ghost’s paw, which Frost very gingerly passed to Peony to 
hold. 

“Lily’s cub,” Frost told her. 


“Hello, little one,” Peony muttered, and cuddled the baby cub close to 
her fur, shielding it from the smoke. 

“B-but,” said Cane, clinging to Bay’s leg, “what about my mother?” 

“Ghost is going to try to save her,” said Bay. Her soft voice was 
undercut with a look at Ghost over Cane’s head—her expression was so 
sad, he had to look away. “But she wanted you to go first. Yew and I will 
look after you, okay?” 

Cane snuffled into her fur. 

Snowstorm and Frost were already going back for more creatures. This 
time they each returned with a manul kitten dangling from their jaws. 

I have to save the others, Ghost thought. There must be a way! 

He went to the edge and risked a look down into the chasm, 
remembering Nightwalker’s escape from the Endless Maw—but smoke 
filled his eyes and he felt the fur on his face curling from the heat. Even if 
there were a way to get down there, the pandas would never survive it. 
Which meant they had to jump. Ghost turned on the spot, staring up into the 
sky, searching for a branch or a vine or something, anything, that could 
bridge the gap between the pine tree and their side of the chasm. ... 

Then he realized that there was a young, tall ginkgo tree growing right 
on the edge of the cliff. Its long trunk was straight and unburned, and it was 
just thin enough... maybe... 

There was no more time to wonder. With a deep breath and a grunting 
roar, he ran up to the tree and barged into the trunk. Leaves and seed cones 
dropped all around him as the whole tree shook and began to lean into the 
chasm. 

“Ghost!” Shiver gasped. “You’re a genius!” 

“Can he do it?” muttered Yew, looking at Peony. 

“Yes,” said Peony. She cradled Lily’s cub and let out a roar. “Push, 
Ghost!” 

“Push!” The pandas on the other side took up the shout too. “Ghost! 
Ghost! Ghost!” 

His name rang out through the smoky air of the forest, and Ghost felt a 
new strength come into his paws. He dug his claws into the ground at the 
tree’s roots and heaved and heaved until he heard the groaning and 
splintering of bark. 

“You can do it, Ghost!” yelled Snowstorm. 

“Ghost! Ghost!” chanted the pandas. 


And then, with a long, slow, creaking moan, the tree toppled. Ghost's 
paws slipped and stumbled as the roots pulled up out of the ash, and he 
almost tripped over the edge of the cliff. But he caught himself on the 
splintered wood, and looked across to see the rippling of leaves as the tree 
crashed down on the other side of the gap. 

“Hurry!” he gasped. “Get everyone across quickly!” 

The first to cross the chasm was Lily. She scrambled over without 
looking down once, and ran past Ghost to Peony’s side. 

“Oh, my baby,” she said. “Thank you!” She pressed her forehead to 
Frost’s. 

Hyacinth and the manul cat weren’t far behind, the latter carrying the 
third of her kittens. The wolf came next, and didn’t hang around but bolted 
into the burning forest, vanishing into the smoke. The elderly pandas Squall 
and Mist followed, emerging from the flame and gingerly beginning to 
cross—but then something hard sailed through the air and struck the tree 
trunk right at Squall’s paws. He stumbled, and Mist cried out “No!” and 
tried to make a grab for him with her jaws. 

An awful cackling sound cut through the splintering and burning of the 
forest. Ghost spun around, fury kindling in his heart like the fire that raged 
all around them. He saw Brawnshanks perched in a tree on this side of the 
chasm, surrounded by a small group of golden monkeys, each of which was 
holding a rock in each hand. One of them threw theirs, and struck Mist on 
the side of the head. She reeled and let out a grunt of pain. 

Ghost growled, deep in his chest. He bounded past Peony and Lily, past 
Horizon and Cane, and threw himself at the tree where the monkeys were 
sitting. 

Some of the monkeys dropped their stones and ran as he dug his claws 
into the trunk and began to climb. More of them threw their rocks at his 
head, and some of them hit him, but he was too full of rage to care. When 
he made it up to the branch, Brawnshanks was gone. The monkeys who 
were left tried to smack him with their rocks, but he opened up his mouth 
and bared his teeth in a roar that shook the leaves on the trees and made 
burning ash rain down all around them. He clamped his jaws down on the 
tail of one of the monkeys and dragged it off the branch to dangle over the 
burning chasm, and then he tossed his head to lob the monkey back toward 
the forest and relative safety. It grabbed onto the trunk of the tree and slid 
down, letting out a howl of terror. 


The last monkeys gibbered, dropped their stones, and scattered. 

Ghost turned back and saw the eyes of every panda fixed on him, wide 
and gleaming in the firelight. But instead of the familiar expressions of fear 
and distrust, all he saw in their eyes was admiration. 

Mist and Squall made it over the tree to the other side, followed by 
Juniper and Granite, a pair of square-faced foxes, and a wobbly-legged 
deer. 

“We need to get out of here,” Shiver said, putting her front paws up on 
the tree trunk and peering across. “I think that's everyone!” 

The pandas, the manul, and the foxes were all huddling together, staring 
into the burning forest on this side of the valley with growing panic. 

“But how can we escape? It's burning over here, too!” gasped Juniper. 

“Tt’s all right,” said Snowstorm as Ghost slid down the trunk of the tree. 
He clutched the white stone and nodded. The shimmering path was pointing 
along the edge of the cliff, in the direction of the river. 

“Follow me,” he said. “Shiver, Snowstorm, Frost, stick to the edges of 
the group—make sure no one’s left behind.” 

“Got it,” said Snowstorm, and dropped back to bring up the rear. 

They squeezed between two fallen tree trunks, circled wide around a 
patch of blazing ferns, and clambered over rocks, and as they went, the rain 
finally began to patter down around them in earnest. Ghost welcomed the 
feeling of it soaking into his fur, washing the ash out of his eyes, and 
cooling the earth beneath his paws. Smoke still roared around them, but the 
fires were beginning to dampen and even go out, sizzling and spitting as 
they did so. At last, Ghost led the group into a channel between high rocks 
and out onto a gently sloping rocky hillside where the grasses were damp 
and unburned. The creatures huddled together, turning back to look at the 
smoldering forest, with its great plumes of smoke rising and drifting away 
from them on the wind as it picked up. 

The shimmering path had faded, and when Ghost looked down at the 
white stone, it had turned back to its ordinary color, only shining where the 
rain and the distant flames reflected in it. He understood. It had done its job 
—and so had he. The pandas were out of danger. 

They were all keen to put more distance between themselves and the 
flames, so they kept moving for a while, until they found a good open 
clearing with a small pond, where a few patches of bamboo grew up out of 
the marshy ground. Then most of them collapsed into tired piles, some 


pressing close together, others flat out with their paws spread and their jaws 
open to catch the raindrops pattering out of the sky. 

Ghost had barely sat down when Hyacinth made her way over to the 
bamboo and pulled a few juicy canes free, then dragged them over to Ghost 
and placed them at his paws. He stared at her, not quite understanding for a 
moment. 

“For you, Dragon Speaker. You saved my life, and my cub’s,” Hyacinth 
said, dropping to her belly in front of him. 

“Oh— you don’t have to—you can get up,” Ghost said hurriedly. 

Hyacinth did, but she nudged the bamboo toward him again as well. 
“Eat. You deserve it. You saved us all.” 

Another panda coughed, and Ghost looked around to see Peony sitting 
nearby. “Ghost, I’m so sorry that I didn’t speak up for you when Pebble 
died,” she said. “You truly are a Dragon Speaker.” 

“Of course he is,” said Lily. She approached with more bamboo, some 
for Ghost and some for herself. She held the tiny, squirming pink cub to her 
chest and let her feed as she munched on a few bamboo leaves. 

“It was amazing!” said Cane. “How you pushed that big tree! When I 
grow up, am I going to be as strong as you?” 

“You were so brave,” said another tiny voice, and he looked down into 
the wide, round yellow eyes of one of the manul kittens. 

“You went after those monkeys like the Dragon itself,” agreed the 
mother cat, giving him an approving nod before scooping up the kitten and 
carrying it back to be groomed with its littermates. 

Ghost didn't know what to say. He looked across the clearing and 
caught Shiver’s eyes. She was beaming with pride. Snowstorm and Frost 
both gave him slow, happy blinks. And the pandas didn't seem to be 
nervous around them—they were sprawled on the ground or chewing on 
bamboo without so much as a shudder when the snow leopards passed by. 
Even the deer sat quietly between Frost and one of the foxes, nodding as if 
he might fall asleep. 

In this moment of peace, with the rain cooling their skin and the fire 
slowly dying on the horizon, Ghost recalled Nightwalker’s confidence in 
him. She had told him to stop blaming himself, that he could do the next 
part on his own. He hadn’t truly believed her, but perhaps she had been 
right. With the Dragon’s help, he could do this. 


He picked up the bamboo that Hyacinth had given him and then looked 
up at the sky. It was still hard to tell exactly what time of day it was, 
through the slowly clearing smoke and the thick rain clouds, so he spoke 
the blessing for the Feast of Dying Light, asking the Dragon for its blessing 
and thanking it for its kindness. 

The bamboo was a little bit chewy and damp, but he enjoyed every 
mouthful. 

“Ghost,” said Shiver, sidling up to him. “I think I see something.” 

“What? Where?” Ghost asked, swallowing down the last bamboo 
leaves. 

But Shiver wasn't looking out into the forest—she was looking down, 
and pawed gently at Ghost's stone, where it lay beside him. 

“Am I imagining it?” she asked quietly. 

She wasn’t. The stone was glowing again, softly, with a faint blue 
shimmer across one side of it. As Ghost picked it up and turned it in his 
paws, the blue sheen kept facing the same direction. Even when he stood up 
and turned his body, it still pointed the same way. 

“I think it wants me to go toward the Southern Forest,” he said. 

The blue reminded him of something. The blue of the river? No... 

The blue of Rain’ stone! 

Ghost’s heart gave a small lurch. 

“I think Rain needs me,” he said, getting to his paws. 

“We’ll come with you,” said Shiver. 

Ghost hesitated. The Dragon was pointing him toward Rain—but what 
about Leaf? Dasher said she was missing! And what about the Dark Dragon 
stone? 

“Actually,” said Ghost, “will you go and find Dasher, Nimbletail, and 
the pangolins for me? The monkeys will be looking for them. They need 
your protection more than I do.” 

“Well . . . all right,” said Shiver. “Pll tell the others. But please be 
careful.” 

“T’ll be fine,” said Ghost. He pressed his head to his littermate’s. He 
wished they didn’t have to split up again already, but at the same time, he 
knew in his heart that this was the right decision. 

He stood up and addressed all the pandas. 

“I need to go,” he said. “I have to check on Rain. Get yourselves 
somewhere safe, and we’ ll find you again soon.” 


“Thank you, Dragon Speaker,” said Peony. “Please, tell Rain I’m safe, 
and be careful in the Southern Forest.” She lowered her voice. “Rain is still 
looking for Pebble’s killer. Whoever it is, I don’t think they’ll like it if the 
two of you are reunited.” 

“I think you're probably right,” Ghost muttered back. “And that’s why I 
need to go, quickly.” 

He backed away, with a last nod to the pandas and a sad, slow blink for 
his littermates, and headed into the forest. 


Chapter Eighteen 


DASHER SCRAMBLED UP THE hillside, struggling to clamber over the small 
rocks and the leaning trunks of trees, with one paw curled awkwardly 
around the Dark Dragon stone. He kept it tucked close to his chest so that 
when he fumbled it—and he did fumble it, more than once, especially as the 
rain covered its surface and made it slick—he could throw himself down 
and scoop it back up before it rolled away. 

Ghost’s strange light path, and the veil that the Dragon had cast over all 
other paths, had faded when they left the worst of the smoke behind them. It 
had led them to the base of this rocky hillside, so the ex-prisoners had all 
kept climbing, heading for the safer, higher ground. Nimbletail sprang up 
the hill as easily as if it had been a perfectly flat plain, using the time she 
saved to pause every few panda-lengths to look around and check that they 
weren’t being followed. The pangolins were slow, but they were good 
climbers, with their long claws that could dig into the gaps between rocks 
and cling on to bark. 

At last they reached a promontory where a flat grassy space stuck out 
over a tall cliff, sheltered by a couple of trees. The pangolins flopped down 
on their bellies to catch their breath, and Dasher stumbled onto the grass 
and then turned to finally look back the way they’d come. 

The forest was a mess. Smoldering, broken trees littered the hillsides, a 
great black scar running across the Northern Forest. It reached its smoking 
tendrils into the Broken Forest, ran right through the Slenderwood, and 
even swallowed Hollowtree at the other end. 

The red pandas... 

Dasher’s heart ached to know whether his family was alive, whether the 
pandas and red pandas of Hollowtree had managed to escape the flames. 
But there was something else twisting his insides too. 

The pangolins were right. Leaf was right. She didn’t know it, and I 
certainly didn’t, but when she moved the red pandas out of the Slenderwood 
to avoid the fire, she was doing exactly the right thing. She blamed herself 


for the leopard attack and threw away her stone because she thought she*d 
failed us, but she was right to listen to the pangolins after all! 

He turned to Spiral Moon and hung his head. 

“I'm so sorry,” he said. “I’m sorry we didn’t all believe you about the 
fire.” 

“Sometimes things don't happen as we see them,” the young pangolin 
said. “It’s all right to disbelieve. You don’t know.” 

“He’s right, you know,” said Nimbletail. “When I first met Spiral Moon, 
he was injured—because of a rockfall that hadn’t happened yet. I stopped 
the rock hitting him, and the pain stopped, just like that.” 

“That’s right,” said Spiral Moon, blinking happily at Nimbletail. 

“The things they see are real,” said Nimbletail. “But I think they don’t 
always see time the same way we do.” 

Dasher looked over at the group of pangolins, who were chattering to 
each other, curling and uncurling, licking at their armored hides where they 
had been slightly scorched. They didn’t look like the kind of creatures the 
Dragon would choose to see the future—not compared to the pandas, with 
their strong, imposing presence. Pangolins were quiet little things, 
unassuming and a bit nervous. But perhaps that was part of the point. 

The rain was still splashing down around them in heavy drops, but as 
Dasher turned again to peer into the fizzling scar of burned trees, he felt the 
wind begin to lift. For the first time in days, even though they were upwind 
of the twisting smoke column, the air felt a little bit fresher. The heavy 
clouds were parting, revealing a tantalizing glimpse of a deep purple, pink, 
and orange sunset beyond. By the morning, the sun might even be visible 
again. 

“Termites!” gasped one of the pangolins. Dasher turned to see them 
excitedly pulling back a patch of ferns to reveal a small brown mound 
covered in little insects. 

“Thank the Dragon!” said Swirling Storm, and all the pangolins turned 
their snouts to the sky and swayed for a moment. 

“Thank the Dragon!” they chorused. 

“Come, eat something,” said Swirling Storm, gesturing to Nimbletail 
and Dasher. 

Dasher’s stomach grumbled. Termites weren’t his favorite, but they 
would do. He walked over, with a smile at Nimbletail, but the monkey 
didn’t move. 


“I should go,” she said. She stared out over the kingdom with a look of 
deep apprehension in her eyes. “There’s something I need to do. I—” 

She broke off, tilting her head, sniffing the air. Then she leaped up onto 
the low branches of the closest tree. “Someone’s coming!” 

Dasher spun around, trying to scent what Nimbletail had. Was it the 
monkeys? Had Crookedclaw found them after all? 

But the shapes that emerged from the tree line at the bottom of the slope 
weren’t the springing golden shapes of monkeys—they were large, lithe, 
mottled white, and fluffy. 

For a second, Dasher’s blood turned cold. Memories muscled their way 
in front of his eyes: the sight of the two snow leopards bursting from the 
rocks and tearing into the red pandas, the blood on the rocks, Leaf trying to 
get between the leopards and their prey, the fallen bodies of Roller, Darter, 
and Gatherer. . . 

He almost yelled out to the pangolins to run for their lives, but then he 
swallowed his panic. It wasn’t Brisk and Sleet—it was Snowstorm, Frost, 
and Shiver: Ghost’s littermates. The sight of them making their way up the 
slope still made him shudder, but they couldn't be coming to eat him. Not 
when Ghost had just saved his life. At least, he hoped not... . 

“Dasher,” said Shiver, running the last few leopard-lengths to the top of 
the slope. “Thank the Dragon. Ghost will be so glad you got out all right!” 

“He sent us to protect you,” said Snowstorm. “We won't let the 
monkeys recapture you, or Leaf’s stone.” 

Dasher let out a sigh of relief. 

“We must return to the sacred vent,” said Circling Breeze as the 
pangolins gathered around. “But the monkeys took us from there—how can 
we go back? They will just take us again!” 

“Well, we can make sure that doesn’t happen,” Frost said. “They won’t 
bother you with three snow leopards standing guard.” 

“Will you go with them, Dasher?” Snowstorm asked. 

Dasher looked down at the stone, cupped in his two front paws. 
Sometime when he wasn’t looking, the black surface had changed back to a 
deep forest green. He slowly shook his head. “I need to find Leaf,” he said. 
“T still don’t know what’s happened to her.” 

“Then perhaps we should split up,” said Shiver. “PI come with you and 
find Leaf. She knows me.” 


Dasher wanted to say yes, but he looked out over the smoldering trees 
and thought about the effect of a large white snow leopard making her way 
up and down the Northern Forest. Even though she was smaller than her 
littermates, any creature who was on the alert for predators would notice 
and remember her. 

“I think it’ll be easier to avoid the monkeys if I go alone,” he said. “I 
can blend in more easily. The problem is, I have no idea where to look. I 
don’t even know if she’s—” He broke off. “I don’t know if she left of her 
own accord, or if something's happened to her.” 

“The termites can help you,” said Circling Breeze. She walked back to 
the termite mound, leaving Snowstorm, Frost, and Shiver staring at her and 
at each other with looks of deep confusion. Dasher couldn't help letting out 
a chuckle at the sight of their perplexed faces. 

“The pattern will show them,” he said. “They read things from the way 
the termites move. Watch.” 

Circling Breeze had waddled over to the termite mound, and now the 
pangolins had stopped scooping up insects to eat and were tearing into the 
ground with their long front claws, spilling panicking termites out over the 
ground. Circling Breeze, Spiral Moon, and several of the others began to 
rock back and forth, humming to themselves. 

“Leaf is in the Northern Forest,” said Spiral Moon. “She can see the 
river far below when she opens her eyes.” 

“That's weird,” whispered Shiver. “And I thought Ghost's Dragon 
Speaking was strange!” 

“A cave,” said another pangolin. “High cave, near the river. Follow the 
sunset.” 

Dasher held his breath, waiting to see if they had anything more to say 
—then the pangolins began to scoop up and eat the termites again, and he 
assumed that meant that the pattern had shown everything it was going to 
show. 

“Thank you,” he said. “I should go. I need to find Leaf.” 

“We’ll stay with the pangolins,” said Snowstorm. “No harm will come 
to them while we’re with them.” 

Dasher turned to ask Nimbletail whether she would go with the 
pangolins too—but Nimbletail wasn’t there. 

He ran to the top of the slope and looked down, and saw her making her 
way down to the forest, leaping from rock to rock. 


“Hey!” Dasher said, and scrambled after her. “Wait, where are you 
going?” 

Nimbletail turned and looked at Dasher. “I can't wait,” she said. “You 
have the leopards now—you’ll be safe. I have to get back to Rain. I need to 
warn her.” 

“About what?” Dasher asked. 

“I was betrayed. The monkeys didn’t catch me; I was delivered to them 
by a panda.” 

Dasher frowned. “A panda?” 

“That's right. His name’s Lychee,” Nimbletail snarled over her shoulder 
as she hurried away. “And I dread to think what he’s up to now.” 


Chapter Nineteen 


RAIN SAT AT THE entrance of the feast clearing, slumped against a rock, 
watching the panda path and waiting. 

Her gaze fell on the track that led up to the clearing, and she felt as if 
she could see herself as she had been only a moon or so before: marching 
up the hill to confront Dusk Deepwood and reveal him as a fraud to the 
others, and stumbling back down after he’d attacked her, and the others— 
even Pebble—had done nothing to stop him. 

I thought they were all so blind, she thought bleakly. I couldn't 
understand how they could have been taken in by his act. I thought I was so 
clever for seeing through it. So smart to be suspicious. Nothing could get by 
me. 

Well, who's the blind one now? 

Details kept slotting into place and making a new, terrible kind of sense. 
He was following Nimbletail. He was gone when I lost the stone. When he 
was injured, he was all alone, and no other panda saw it... . 

But she wouldn't let herself succumb to self-pity. He didn’t deserve that 
much. Instead she sat and watched over the peaceful Northern Forest, and 
let her shock and anger build and build into a cold, seething fury. 

She didn’t know if her plea to the Great Dragon would be answered, if 
Ghost would somehow hear her and come to her aid, but she felt in her 
heart that it was possible, so she watched the path, hoping to see her brother 
emerging through the trees. And at last there was a stirring of ferns and a 
flash of white fur on the panda path... . 

But it wasn’t Ghost. The ears were black, the eye markings black and 
distinctively large and pointed. 

It was Lychee. 

He looked up and saw her, and his face lit up. 

“Rain!” he called. “You're back! What happened with Pepper?” 

He bounded up the path to her side and pressed his face to hers. 

She forced herself not to recoil, to lean into him like she would have 
done a few days ago. 


“It was certainly interesting,” she said. “I found out that Blossom and 
Ginseng have been bullying other pandas into gathering feasts for them.” 

“No!” Lychee gasped, as if he thought this was the worst thing he*d 
ever heard. “So did they have anything to do with Pebble’s death?” 

Rain shook her head. “No.” 

She looked over his shoulder at the panda path. If Ghost were here, she 
could put an end to this right now. ... 

“Hello, Lychee,” said a voice, and Rain turned to see Pepper coming up 
behind her. “Did you find Peony and the others? Did Rain tell you we 
solved the mystery?” 

Lychee gave Pepper a curious look, and Rain hurriedly interrupted him. 
“About Blossom and Ginseng being big bullies—yes, I told him.” 

“I went looking for the pandas in the Northern Forest,” Lychee was 
saying, his words only vaguely registering for Rain. “But I couldn't find 
most of them—they’d run away from the fire. I hope they’re all right!” 

Rain’s heart gave a lurch. She knew she couldn’t believe a word he’d 
said— what if he had found them, and hurt them? What if he was telling the 
truth, and they’d been hurt in the fire? 

“Oh! Well, we should go and find Peony,” said Pepper. 

Lychee tilted his head, thinking, and then looked at Rain. “Maybe I 
should go with him? Stop him from running into trouble?” 

No! 

Rain bit her tongue to stop herself from yelling out loud. 

She couldn’t let Lychee go off alone with Pepper. 

Ghost’s not coming. Or he’s not going to be here fast enough. Either 
way, I have to handle this myself, before anyone else gets hurt. 

“Pepper will be okay on his own, won’t you?” she said, looking to 
Pepper. “Please, tell my mother . . . tell her I’m getting closer to the answer; 
she”11 be able to come home soon.” 

“I will,” said Pepper, and strutted off with his head held high, obviously 
proud that she showed such confidence in him. She watched him go, 
wishing she felt as much confidence in herself. Then she turned to Lychee. 

“There's actually something I wanted to show you,” she said. “Alone.” 

“Oh?” Lychee smiled, blinking slowly, and Rain felt herself begin to fill 
with fury once again. How dare he flirt with her? And how could she have 
ever fallen for it? 

“That's right,” she said. “Come on.” 


She led him down the hill, trying to pretend this was a romantic stroll, 
trying to look like she had no idea what he’d done—but it was hard not to 
feel the shivers down her spine whenever he slipped behind her on the path, 
or the heat rising in her face as she thought about how easily she’d been 
tricked. Her blood was boiling, but she kept her head, trying to stay aware 
of the world around her. 

“The Great Dragon showed me something,” she said as they passed 
through the bottom of the valley and she felt the trickle of cool water under 
her paws. She didn’t lead him directly to the waterfall, but up and around in 
a winding route that would take them to the top of the hill with the chalk 
pit. “It showed me that Blossom and Ginseng had nothing to do with 
Pebble’s death.” 

Lychee was silent for a moment, frowning as if thinking hard. “But if 
not them, then who?” he said. “Just because they did bully the others, that 
doesn’t mean they didnt kill Pebble... .” 

“It does,” Rain said, “because they met the panda who did.” 

She stopped at the top of the hill, looking down at the thornbushes, and 
scuffed her paw in the earth at the edge of the bush, then held it up to show 
him. A fine dusting of white chalk covered her black paw pads, turning 
them gray, almost matching the single white grip pad. 

“This is the clue they helped me find. Some panda rolled in the chalk 
just beyond this bush, and pretended to be Ghost.” 

Lychee stared at her paw. She waited for him to respond. What would 
he say? 

“Are you sure?” he said eventually. “It must have been a lot of chalk, to 
completely cover up someone’s black fur.” 

“It was,” said Rain. “There's a lot of chalk down there.” She watched 
his face carefully as she went on. “I don’t know if he waited on purpose 
until Blossom and Ginseng saw him, so that they*d think it was Ghost, or if 
it was a coincidence, but they asked him what he was doing and he growled 
back at them. It sounded like Ghost—but then, anyone who's spent any 
time with Ghost would know how to imitate him. And then the panda just 
walked up there, and he waited.” 

She turned her back on Lychee, very deliberately, and followed the 
trickling stream to the top of the waterfall. She sat down, looking out over 
the short drop to the stony streambed where Pebble had died. 


She listened for Lychee’s movements behind her. He was following, his 
paws treading slowly over the steep, mossy slope. 

“But what did he do next?” she said. “After he’d murdered my best 
friend? Did he wash off the chalk? Did he run straight into the trees?” 

She spun around and found Lychee right behind her. 

“Well?” she snarled. “Why don’t you tell me what you did next?” 

Lychee startled. “Me?” he said, backing off quickly. “Rain, what are 
you saying?” 

“Pm saying I know,” Rain growled. “I know that you're a liar and a 
murderer. And when Ghost gets here, we’ll have to decide what to do with 
you.” 

“Rain, please,” Lychee begged. “I know you miss Pebble, but this is 
crazy!” 

There was no part of Rain that believed him—but she could almost feel 
herself wanting to. She shuddered. 

“T was such a fool,” she said, shaking her head. “All that time I spent 
with you, hanging on your every word like a lovesick cub. I must have 
made it very easy for you.” 

Lychee met her eyes steadily for a moment, and then let out a rueful 
little laugh. 

“Tt wasn’t easy at all,” he said. “I put a lot of work into it.” He looked 
out over the waterfall. “When Ghost gets here, you’ll decide what to do 
with me? But Ghost’s not here, is he? You’re all alone.” 

He reared up, baring his teeth in a furious snarl, and brought his paw 
down to strike the side of her head. 

But Rain was ready for him. 

She put her head down and charged. Lychee was off balance, on his 
hind paws, reaching to claw at her, so when she smacked into his chest he 
was bowled over and winded. Rain put her paws on his chest and snarled in 
his face. 

“Why?” she growled. “It was you! You killed Pebble! You framed 
Ghost for it! Why?” 

She thought she had him pinned, but Lychee rolled over, and she lost 
her grip and was thrown off him. She backed away, treading carefully, 
toward the waterfall. Lychee stalked her like a predator, padding back and 
forth, looking for his opportunity to strike again. 

Try me, Rain thought. 


“Once the Dragon Speakers are gone, all this land will be mine,” 
Lychee said. “Pll be in charge of the pandas, and they’ll do everything I 
say.” 

“Why would they do everything you say?” Rain said, clambering up 
onto a rock. If she could get up high enough to jump down on his lying 
head... 

“Because Brawnshanks is going to put me in charge,” Lychee snarled. 
“And when he destroys the Dragon, every animal in the kingdom will be 
following him.” 

Rain’s head was spinning. She couldn’t believe what she was hearing. 

“Oh, come on,” she growled. “You really think Brawnshanks will just 
let you be king of the pandas? A promise from Brawnshanks is worth less 
than dust!” 

Rain felt sick. Pebble’s death. Ghost’s exile. Moons and moons of lying, 
of cuddling up to her and spending time with her and making her think he 
was the only one she could be certain she could trust, and it was all based 
on nothing. 

“Nimbletail knew,” Rain said. “She tried to tell me. What really 
happened to her? She didn’t go back to the monkeys, did she?” 

“Oh, she did,” Lychee sneered. “Just not by choice. I didn’t need her, so 
now she’s gone. And in a moment you will be too, Rain. I’ve been putting 
this off, you know. I didn’t want to hurt you. But that was my weakness. 
Now you’|l have to die, like you were always supposed to.” 

Fury filled Rain, and she roared and leaped from the rock. She clawed at 
his face, catching him heavily on one ear. Lychee was knocked back, but as 
he fell, he rolled over, his paws around her neck. Rain’s world turned upside 
down as he let her momentum carry them both over, and then he threw her 
down into the stream and got to his paws over her. 

She looked into his face. That handsome face that had looked at her 
with such sweetness, such respect, for moons. Now it was the face of a 
panda she didn’t know at all. 

“Was it worth it?” she panted. 

Lychee paused. 

“It will be,” he said. 

Rain kicked out with her hind legs, and he reeled back, but not far 
enough—as she was scrambling to her paws again, he knocked her forward 
and her face plunged into the water. 


His paws were on the back of her head, and as much as she thrashed, 
she couldn't pull her muzzle from the shallow stream. 

“Just think,” hissed Lychee’s voice in her ear. “They’ll all believe you 
drowned yourself here, because you couldn't bear Pebble’s loss anymore. 
That's what Pll tell them. Tragic, isn’t it?” 

She let out a furious gurgling howl. This couldn't happen. Not like this. 
Dusk had tried to drown her once, and the Dragon had saved her life. She 
would not let this happen again. 

But Lychee’s paws were strong and clever, and no matter how she 
pushed or pulled, he kept her muzzle underneath the water. Her head was 
throbbing, and she tasted blood in the back of her throat. 

Ghost, she thought, I need you. ... 

An aching darkness rose up around her, and she fought it with 
everything she had, planting her paws in the stream and heaving against 
Lychee’s weight. But she couldn't hold on for long... . 


Chapter Twenty 


RAIN WASN'T IN THE river. She wasn’t in the feast clearing, either. Ghost's 
heart began to beat an unsteady, nervous rhythm in his chest as he searched 
the slopes of the Southern Forest, trying to follow his stone’s blue shimmer, 
though it was harder to make out as the sun began to set. The clouds were 
finally clearing, and the last rays of the day lay bright and red across one 
side of the hills, leaving the other side in deep shadow. Ghost ran in and out 
of the light, calling Rain’s name, and trying not to worry about the fact that 
there were no other pandas in the Prosperhill either. 

It’s like when I came back to find Pebble dead . . . , he thought. But that 
was just an unpleasant memory. He didn’t have time to dwell on it. 

Finally, as he was beginning to think that the stone was leading him in 
circles and there were no pandas left anywhere in the Southern Forest, he 
burst from the tree line at the top of a hill and looked down to see a young 
panda cub rolling in leaves. It was Frog. 

“Frog!” he called out, and started to run down the hill toward him. Frog 
turned over and saw him, and jumped to his paws. 

“Ghost!” he gasped. “Mother! It’s Ghost!” 

Frog’s mother, Dawn, emerged from a patch of ferns nearby and stared 
at him as he approached—there was a flicker of fear, but it was underneath 
a thick layer of confusion. 

“You’re here,” she said. “Why have you come back? Rain told us you 
didn’t kill Pebble .. . ?” She hesitated, almost making the sentence into a 
question. Ghost thought she probably wanted to believe it, but wasn’t quite 
sure. 

“Im looking for Rain,” he said. “Have you seen her?” 

“She should be in the Prosperhill,” said Dawn. “Maybe she's visiting 
the other pandas” territories? But I’m sure she’s fine. She’ll have Lychee 
with her.” 

“Right,” Ghost said. “I’m sure she’s fine. But I still need to find her. The 
Dragon told me so. I’ll keep looking.” He started to move away. 


“Ghost, can I ask, what happened to you?” Dawn said. “You're covered 
in—is that ash?” 

“There was a fire in the Northern Forest,” Ghost said over his shoulder. 
“But it's all right now. If you see Rain, tell her I’m looking for her?” 

“We will!” called Frog. 

Ghost hurried on, every footstep filling him with dread. Had Rain left 
the Prosperhill? Where would she go? Had the monkeys already gotten to 
her somehow? Should he keep searching here, or was there somewhere she 
might go if she wanted to hide? 

He was so busy keeping his eyes on the uneven ground and his mind on 
where he should look for Rain next, at first he didn't see the panda walking 
ahead of him. He startled, looking up hopefully at the flash of black and 
white, but it wasn't Rain who was crossing the bottom of the valley just in 
front of him—-it was Lychee! 

“Lychee!” Ghost called, speeding up. He must know where Rain is, 
Ghost thought. He's practically her mate. We’ll find her together. 

Lychee startled, stopped, and turned back to look at Ghost. His eyes 
went wide. 

“Ghost,” he said. “Good to see you—but should you be back here? Isn't 
it dangerous?” 

“Rain knows I didn’t kill Pebble,” Ghost said. “And the Dragon told me 
I should come. Where is she? And what happened to you?” he added, 
suddenly seeing Lychee more clearly. One ear was torn, one leg bloodied. 

“I—oh, it's nothing,” Lychee said. “I got into a fight with some 
monkeys, but I ran them off. I think Rain’s down by the river.” 

“No,” said Ghost, “I’ve just been there.” He pulled out the Dragon 
stone. It flashed blue on one side, and then suddenly, as Ghost was 
watching, the color turned bloodred, just for a moment. 

Oh Dragon, what does that mean? 

“All right, you search that way,” said Lychee, starting to walk away. 
“PII go this way, and Pl bring Rain to you if I find her.” 

He began to hurry along the streambed, away from Ghost, but suddenly 
his paw slipped and he stopped, grasping for something in the trickling 
water beneath him. Ghost caught a glimpse of something roundish and 
gleaming before Lychee scooped it up again. He glanced back at Ghost and 
saw him watching, and his eyes narrowed. 

Ghost's eyes narrowed right back. 


“Lychee . . . is that Rain’s stone?” he said. “Why do you have it? Where 
is she?” 

An uncertain smile flashed across Lychee’s face, and he took a breath as 
if he was about to explain. And then he took off running in a shower of 
droplets, sprinting along the valley floor away from Ghost. 

A horrible, cold realization poured over Ghost. The stone, Lychee’s 
wounds... 

Ghost let out a roar of fury and sprinted after him, leaping over stones 
and skidding through wet ferns. Down in the valley’s shadow, dark 
branches whipped past him and tore out clumps of his fur, but he didn’t 
blink. He kept his gaze on Lychee’s limping form, slowly gaining on him as 
they both splashed through deep puddles and swerved to dash around 
boulders. 

Ghost caught up just as the other panda was struggling to clamber up 
and over a fallen tree. Ghost threw himself over the top without a second 
thought, and as he fell down the other side he collided with Lychee, 
knocking both of them to the ground. Ghost was up first, and though 
Lychee tried, he was out of breath and exhausted, and before he could get 
up Ghost had him down on the ground with his paws pressing on his throat. 

“Where’s my sister?” he barked. 

Lychee choked out a laugh. Ghost growled and swatted at the other 
panda’s paws. Lychee’s claws uncurled and his paws fell open. ... 

The stone was gone. 

“Where’s the stone?” Ghost gasped. 

“Gone,” rasped Lychee. “Just like Ra—” He made a spluttering noise as 
Ghost pushed down harder on his chest. 

“Tell me what you did to her,” he said. 

“Go ...see,” Lychee croaked. “By... the waterfall . . . but you're too 
late... .” 

Ghost let Lychee go. He sprang away, turned, and ran. Lychee could 
wait. The stone could wait. 

The Great Dragon itself can wait, he thought as he scrambled 
desperately up the slope of the valley, leaping from rock to rock and 
climbing over the leaning trunks of trees, slipping in mud and dragging 
himself back with his claws. I have to get to Rain! 

He found the stream and followed it, sending up great splashes as he 
climbed the winding path between the ferns and around the rocks. This was 


the place where Shiver had picked up his stone, and here was where he*d 
been standing when the pandas had turned on him... . 

There was no sign of Rain, but when he clambered up the rocks and 
poked his face over the lip of the hill, there she was, lying sprawled in the 
water. He splashed across and rolled her over, up onto the shallow bank. 
She didn’t open her eyes. 

“Rain!” he yelled. “Wake up! Please!” In desperation, he seized the 
scruff of her neck in his teeth like a mother carrying its cub, heaved her 
front half up off the ground, and shook her. 

A cough convulsed Rain’s shoulders and he dropped her, spluttering, 
back onto the stones. She spat out water, planted her front paws on the 
ground, and pushed herself up. 

Ghost’s chest swelled with joy, and he was about to cry out and rush in 
to embrace her when she gasped, coughed again, and then took a swipe at 
Ghost with one paw. Ghost twitched back, dismay filling his heart. Didn’t 
Peony say that she knew he was innocent? But as she turned and saw him, 
Rain’s eyes went wide, and she wobbled and fell back. 

“Ghost!” she gasped “I thought you were Lychee! He... he was... 
he’s got my stone— we have to catch him! How long’s it been?” She tried to 
get to her feet, swaying and looking around. 

“I ran into him; he was in the valley,” Ghost said. “We can catch up. But 
you have to be careful! You’re still half full of water!” 

“PII be careful right after I tear out his throat,” Rain said. She started 
toward the valley, her steps unsteady, and Ghost ran up to brace himself 
against her. They stumbled down the path of the stream together, and then 
Ghost led her off the path, cutting across the hillside toward the fallen tree 
where he’d left Lychee. 

But as soon as they emerged from the trees and could look down into 
the dark shadow of the valley, it was obvious Lychee wasn’t there. They 
slipped and slid down the muddy hillside to the bottom. 

“Which way?” Rain said, but she was reeling, her eyes squeezing closed 
as if in pain. 

“Wait here,” Ghost said. “He knocked you out—you have to rest.” 

“No,” said Rain, but then, after a tiny pause, she slumped down to sit 
with her back resting against the fallen tree. “All right, but go, and drag him 
back here to me if you find him.” She sighed. 


Ghost set off, running down the valley, but he had a bad feeling about 
this. And, sure enough, he ran through the puddles and between the hills 
until he was certain that he would have overtaken Lychee by now, and there 
was no sign of him. 

Refusing to give up, Ghost began to search the hillsides, trying to scent 
for Lychee among the rocks or look for clumps of hair or spatters of blood, 
like Snowstorm would do if she were tracking someone. But he already 
knew it was no good. 

He returned to Rain, who didn’t look particularly shocked to see him 
coming back alone. 

“He escaped,” she said. 

Ghost just nodded. “I’m sorry.” 

Rain winced, and put her paw on the back of her head. “He’s taking the 
stone to Brawnshanks,” she said bitterly. “He thinks there’ll be some great 
reward in it for him. I can’t believe I got taken in by such a fool.” 

“Hey,” Ghost said, slumping down and leaning back on the fallen tree 
beside her. “We were all taken in. Leaf and Peony, too. We thought he 
was... well, it doesn’t matter.” 

“Ghost,” Rain said, looking over at him. “I’m so, so sorry.” She 
slumped toward him, and her shoulder bumped his. “I’ve made a huge mess 
of things.” 

“Tt’s not your fault,” said Ghost. “We all made this mess together—and 
none of us did. Brawnshanks is the one who’s doing all this. I met a tiger in 
the mountains,” he added, and Rain looked up at him sharply, then winced 
again. “Nightwalker. She saved me from Brisk and Sleet. She told me not to 
be so hard on myself, and then she left to find Leaf.” 

“Where is Leaf?” Rain asked. “Is she all right? She must be, right? The 
red pandas found her, yes?” 

“Well, Dasher’s gone to find her,” Ghost said. 

Rain shook her head. “I haven’t even been able to search for Leaf; I’ve 
been so preoccupied. How did she get separated from Dasher? Does she 
still have her stone?” 

Ghost paused, trying to think how he could begin to tell Rain everything 
that had happened in the Northern Forest and the mountains. 

“Dasher has the stone,” he began, and then he told her all about the 
Light Dragon and the Dark Dragon, and the Dragon the pangolins couldn’t 
name, and about Dasher and Nimbletail’s escape from the monkeys’ prison, 


and about Brisk and Sleet meeting their end in the Dragon stone caverns, 
and the rescue from the fire. Rain listened with growing amazement, 
although she also laughed out loud when she heard that Nimbletail was 
safely away from Brawnshanks. 

“Stupid Lychee couldn’t even get that right,” she muttered to herself. 

“I'm sorry I let him get away with the stone,” Ghost said, shaking his 
head. “Now Brawnshanks has a real one, with a Dragon inside, and we 
don’t even know what kind of effects it might have if he manages to get it 
to respond to him. I should have gotten here more quickly. .. .” 

Rain sighed, and stretched. “We’ll get it back,” she said firmly. 

Ghost smiled to himself. Lack of confidence had never been his sister’s 
problem. 

“Pve got something just as important,” she went on. “I’ve got a brother 
who’d sprint across the forest to save me, even though I almost got him 
killed. And I mean it,” she added with a grin. “Who's going to do something 
like that for Brawnshanks, or Lychee, when they need it? Nobody. We just 
need to find Leaf, and we’ll be unstoppable.” 

Ghost laughed. “I’m glad you think so. I reckon the whole forest full of 
monkeys might give it a try, though.” 

“Let them,” Rain said. “We’ve got three Dragons on our side. They’re 
hopelessly outnumbered.” 

“Rain!” called a voice, and Rain's ears twitched and she sat up so fast 
she almost hit her head again on a branch of the fallen tree. 

“Nimbletail?” she gasped. 

It was past Dying Light, and the sun had set in earnest now. Ghost 
squinted into the shadows for a moment before the golden monkey swung 
into view, dropped down to the valley floor, and sprinted across to Rain. 

“Rain,” she said, “I’m so glad you're all right! Although .. . am I too 
late? Where’s Lychee?” 

“Gone.” Rain sighed. “With the stone.” 

Nimbletail sagged, and gave a frustrated nod. But then she brightened. 
“Pm just glad you're alive.” 

Rain put out a paw, and Nimbletail stepped in to throw her long monkey 
arms over Rain’s shoulders. “You knew there was something wrong,” Rain 
said. “You tried to warn me. I’m glad to have you as a friend.” 

“PIL do anything I can to help you,” said Nimbletail. “And to help my 
fellow monkeys, too. They’ll suffer as much as anyone if Brawnshanks 


succeeds—they just don't realize it yet. We need to stop him. My sister’s 
already in terrible danger.” 


“Then we’d better help her,” said Rain. 

Ghost nodded, smiling a little to himself. Pandas, golden monkeys, 
snow leopards, red pandas, even a tiger, and three Dragons. Rain was right. 
Brawnshanks didn't stand a chance. 

Above their heads, the clouds had blown away and the stars were 
coming out. 

“We need to figure out our next move,” said Rain, getting to her paws 
with a grunt. “But first, it’s Dying Light, and I’m starving. Let's feast.” 


Chapter Twenty-One 


DASHER SHIVERED. NIGHT HAD fallen, the wind had picked up, and the stars 
were out again. He felt a chill in his fur even though he was close to the 
river and the Southern Forest. 

He’d journeyed for many days, following the riverbank, hoping against 
hope that the pangolins were right and Leaf was tucked away in a cave 
somewhere he could see from the river. He walked out onto a long strip of 
sandy pebbles, glowing pale as the moon rose overhead, and realized he 
was standing on the same beach where he and Leaf had once tried to cross 
the river on the trunk of a fallen tree. The water had receded since then, and 
the river was much less wide, but the rocks farther down still churned up 
white foam, and the current around them looked treacherous. 

A cave, he thought, pressing onward. The pangolins said she was in a 
cave, and that she could see the river. He looked up at every hillside and 
cliff that sloped away from the river, and climbed down into the muddy 
areas to look for caves that might have been revealed when the water went 
down. He even found a few small burrows that had been abandoned during 
the Great Flood—at least he hoped, with a shudder, that their inhabitants 
had had time to abandon them. 

But there was no sign of Leaf. 

He walked until he was sure he was past Hollowtree, though the 
territory was farther north and didn’t reach the river. He walked and walked, 
the green Dragon Speaker stone clutched tight in his jaws, or sometimes 
tucked into his paw when there was a flat, easy surface to walk on. He 
hadn’t seen any monkeys, and he didn’t think he was being followed, but he 
still hid the stone under his tail whenever he saw another creature awake 
and snuffling around the forest in the night. He would sometimes ask them 
if they had seen the Dragon Speaker, but none of them had, not the slow 
lorises with their huge round eyes, not the foxes creeping through the 
undergrowth, not the family of dormice who*d made their home inside the 
bleached white skull of something large that must have died in the flood. 


How far do I go? Dasher wondered. He climbed out onto an 
outstretched branch of a tree that hung over the water, and looked up and 
down the bank, trying to see if there were any caves he might have missed. 
Up ahead there was a steep hillside that ran all the way down to the river. It 
was almost steep enough to be a cliff, but grass and vines grew over the 
slope, and it was dotted with rocks and trees. No cave, though. 

He sighed and climbed down from the tree again. At some point he 
would have to rest, but he didn’t feel tired—his paws felt restless, and 
whenever he thought about pausing his search, he thought about Leaf, and 
he couldn't bear to just stop and rest while he knew that she was close by. 

Or she used to be, he thought, as he wiggled his way through a small 
forest of tough, thin bamboo. Or she will be. As much as he wanted to trust 
the pangolins, he knew that just because they had seen Leaf in a cave by the 
river, that didn't mean she was there now. 

On the other side of the bamboo he found himself on a patch of ground 
below the steep slope he*d seen earlier. The terrain here was a little above 
the water, scattered with boulders, with an overhang and a drop right down 
into the river. He went to the edge and looked down, leaning right over with 
his tail keeping his balance, hoping that perhaps there would be a nice big 
cave entrance hiding underneath—but there was nothing except muddy 
earth and choppy water below. 

If he could at least find the cave, that would be a good start. He could 
wait there for Leaf, or perhaps there’d be some evidence that she’d been 
there already, and where she’d gone next. But it clearly wasn't here. 

He sighed and pulled himself back onto the rocky ground. 

And saw a tiger sitting on one of the boulders. 

Dasher startled, skittered backward, ran into a rock, and climbed up on 
it, his tail trembling. 

The tiger hadn’t been there before he’d looked over the edge. She was 
sitting up with her own long, stripy tail tucked neatly over her paws, and 
watching him with an interested expression on her wide face. 

Dasher crouched back, not daring to take his gaze off the tiger as he 
wondered if he would be able to leap from the edge into the water and 
survive and not lose hold of the Dragon stone. . . . 

The tiger was smaller than Shadowhunter had been, but no less 
terrifying. Keen yellow eyes watched him. Was she waiting for him to make 
a move? So that she could chase him? The face of Scratcher Climbing Far, 


whose body had been found in the forest, half eaten by Shadowhunter, 
swam in front of his eyes. He could see the face of every red panda who*d 
been lost to predators, and they were all screaming at him to run, but he 
knew there was no point. 

He couldn't jump into the river, and if he turned to run, the tiger would 
overpower him in seconds. 

So instead he slipped the stone behind him and reared up on his hind 
legs, spreading his paws and showing his teeth. “I’m scarier than I look!” he 
snapped. “You’d better watch out—if you're planning to make a meal of 
me, you’ll find I don’t go down smoothly!” 

“Good,” said the tiger, jumping from her boulder and half turning away 
from him in a fluid motion that gave Dasher the creeps. “Leaf needs friends 
who are scarier than they look.” 

Dasher’s outflung paws trembled. 

“You— you know Leaf?” he stammered. 

“Hmm,” said the tiger. “Well, that sort of depends. You are Dasher, I 
assume? Do you have her stone?” 

Dasher hesitated. Just because Shadowhunter had been on their side, it 
didn’t mean this terrifying creature was too. Shadowhunter had never 
seemed at all sorry about Scratcher. He’d helped the Dragon Speakers, he’d 
been loyal and wise, but he was still a predator, a killer. ..... 

“T know where it is,” he said. “Who are you? Where’s Leaf?” 

“My name is Nightwalker,” said the tiger. “And Leaf is here.” She 
looked directly up the steep slope. Dasher squinted. The moon was just 
bright enough for him to make out the major features of the hillside—a few 
trees, some rocks, a couple of patches of pale flowers. No cave. 

“Where?” he said. 

“Follow me,” said the tiger, and with a few huge strides she was 
running up the hillside as easily as if it were flat ground. She paused, 
resting her enormous paws on the rocks, and looked back. 

He hesitated, wondering if she was luring him into a trap. But there was 
no point—if the tiger wanted to eat him, all she had to do was pounce. He 
would be no more than a smear on the rocks by morning. 

Dasher scooped up the stone as subtly as he could and headed after the 
tiger. The steep hillside was harder work for him, and his paws suddenly 
felt every bit of the tiredness they hadn’t felt before, but he was still a red 
panda, built for climbing, and he could almost keep up. The tiger hopped 


gracefully from rock to rock, pausing just long enough to make sure he was 
following her. They climbed and climbed, and when Dasher stopped for 
breath, he looked back and felt a shiver of vertigo pass through him. From 
up here the river seemed very far below, and the slope down to it very, very 
steep. He knew he was safe on the hillside, but he didn't feel like it. 

“Here,” said the tiger. She had stopped, standing on a rock large enough 
for her to lie down on top, with flowers growing on either side of it. As he 
carefully drew closer, Dasher realized they were pale pink, purple, and 
yellow orchids. 

“The orchids grow here for Orchid Risingtree,” said Nightwalker. 
Dasher frowned. He knew that name. ... 

“Leaf *s mother?” he said. 

“This cave was the den of my uncle, Shadowhunter,” said Nightwalker. 
“Orchid sheltered here during the flood. She gave birth to the cubs in this 
cave.” 

Dasher still couldn't see any cave, until Nightwalker turned around and 
seemed to walk right into the rock of the hillside. Dasher hurried up onto 
the rock and followed her. Sure enough, behind a curtain of vines and 
orchid stems, there was a large, comfortable-looking cave. And lying in a 
nest of leaves, vines, and tiger fur, was Leaf. 

Dasher rushed to her side, and she stirred a little. 

“Dash?” she groaned. “Is that you?” 

Dasher’s heart squeezed. Leaf couldn't seem to lift her head far from the 
ground. Her fur looked thin and dry, and there was a yellow crust around 
her eyes and her mouth. She managed to open one eye, and the white part of 
it was red and sore-looking. 

“Im here,” Dasher said. “It’s me. I found you!” 

Leaf weakly raised a paw, and Dasher pushed underneath it and 
snuggled against his best friend’s chest. He pressed his face to her fur and 
listened for a moment to the awful rattling of her breathing. 

“What's wrong with her?” he said to Nightwalker, looking up. “Have 
you given her the healing bamboo? She needs help!” 

“The bamboo didn’t help me,” Leaf rasped. “I’m so weak, Dash ... it’s 
so...sodark....” 

Dark! 

Dasher pushed the Dark Dragon stone into Leaf’s paw. She took a deep 
breath, smiled feebly, and drew the stone in to her chest. 


“Thank you,” she whispered. “Dasher, I left you. I ran away. I’m so 
SOrTY. ...” 

“Shh,” Dasher said. He curled up beside her, tucked his long tail over 
her trembling paws, and rested his chin on his own. “I know. But you don’t 
have to apologize. Just rest. We need you.” 

Leaf sighed, and her eyes closed again. 

Dasher looked up at Nightwalker, who met his gaze with a steady but 
worried expression. 

We all need you, Dasher thought. The Dragon needs its Speaker, the 
other Speakers need their sister, and I need my best friend! You have to get 
better, Leaf—or I don’t know what the Bamboo Kingdom is going to do. 


Epilogue 


BRAWNSHANKS’S TRIUMPH WAS INFECTIOUS. The other monkeys had gathered 
around the broken trees at the heart of the forest, and they were chattering 
and laughing, fighting and swinging from the trees, and leaping back and 
forth across the steaming cracks in the ground. 

Lychee sat close to Brawnshanks’s perch, enjoying the chaos. The pain 
in his leg was a throbbing, dull ache now, rather than the white-hot agony 
he’d felt while trying to outrun the white panda across the Southern Forest. 
His ear stung too, whenever the wind blew on it. Rain had hit him so hard 
the flesh of his ear had split, and it hadn’t stopped bleeding yet. But it had 
all been worth it. 

Brawnshanks raised both arms above his head and let out a screech of 
victory as the two stones gleamed in the bright morning light. At least, the 
blue stone that Lychee had brought back gleamed. The other, a black rock 
that looked just like many of the rocks in the Broken Forest, was duller and 
less perfectly smooth. Was that Ghost's stone, Lychee wondered? He 
somehow couldn’t imagine that it was Leaf’s. She’d always been so good at 
being a Dragon Speaker. Sickeningly good. He couldn’t imagine her letting 
Brawnshanks get hold of her stone so easily. 

“Thanks to the fire I conjured, using the Dark Dragon trapped within 
this stone,” Brawnshanks was saying, “we have seen the last of the white 
freak and his leopard allies. The pangolins are gone, and the traitor 
Nimbletail with them.” 

There were boos and hisses from the assembled monkeys. Lychee 
wondered what Brawnshanks meant by “gone.” Had Nimbletail perished in 
the fire—or had Brawnshanks killed her himself? 

“Now we have all we need to rule over the Bamboo Kingdom!” cried 
Brawnshanks. “I have the power of two Dragons here in my hands! And 
how did I get them?” 

Lychee sat up straighter, fixing the closest monkeys with his best 
imperious stare. He wondered what he’d do first, when Brawnshanks called 
him out, named him the one loyal panda in all the kingdom. He had liked 


the Prosperhill, but it might hold too many .. . difficult memories for him to 
go straight back there. Perhaps the place they called Hollowtree would be 
the best place to start his reign over the pandas? 

“Your great leader took these stones right from the jaws of the so-called 
Dragon Speakers!” Brawnshanks yelled. 

Lychee looked up sharply. 

What? 

“Should we destroy these stones?” Brawnshanks yelled out, without 
even glancing at Lychee. The monkey troop whooped and thumped the 
ground. “Should we use them?” The troop yelled and stomped even harder. 
“Or should I, your leader, become a Dragon myself?” 

Gasps this time instead of cheers, but then a growing rumble of 
approval washed over Lychee. He sank underneath it, forgotten and 
confused. 

“With this power, monkeys can do anything! I am the leader of the 
Bamboo Kingdom, and before long, every creature in it will answer only to 
me!” 

Lychee’s temper flared. 

“What about the pandas?” he snarled, but Brawnshanks wasn’t 
listening. He was whipping the troop into a frenzy. He took off and began 
leaping from tree to tree, waving the two stones, hooting and declaring 
himself king of the whole world... . 

In that moment, alone in a sea of cheering monkeys who didn't even 
know his name, Lychee heard Rain’s voice in his head. 

You really think Brawnshanks will just let you be king of the pandas? A 
promise from Brawnshanks is worth less than dust! 

Was she right? Had he done it all —killed another panda, broken Rain’s 
heart, and killed her too—for nothing at all? 

No, that couldn't be right. He wouldn't accept it. 

Brawnshanks was swinging out of the clearing, and Lychee stomped 
after him, shoving celebrating monkeys out of his way. 

“Brawnshanks!” he roared, once they had both cleared most of the 
crowd. “What about me? What about my reward?” 

This time Brawnshanks heard him. He stopped, hooked his tail and back 
legs over the tree branch, and let himself fall back so that he was hanging 
upside down, staring at Lychee. 


“I don't remember any reward,” he said. “In fact, I don't know you at 
all. Crookedclaw!” 

The elder female monkey slunk into view, as if she’d been hiding just 
behind him, ready to pounce. 

“I don’t know this panda,” said Brawnshanks. “Get him out of my 
sight.” 

Lychee growled. He could handle one elderly monkey— 

But more of them were swinging down from the trees now. Monkeys 
with scarred faces and missing fingers—young, strong, and mean-looking. 

“We’ll walk you to the edge of the forest,” said Crookedclaw with a 
pleasant smile. “We wouldn't want you to get lost, would we?” Over her 
shoulder, Brawnshanks hooted with laughter again and disappeared into the 
canopy of the trees. 

Lychee walked in seething silence, flanked by the monkeys, all the way 
to the edge of the Broken Forest. Then Crookedclaw and her thugs turned 
back, chuckling to each other, and left Lychee staring at the twisted, ashy 
trees. 

It had all been for nothing. Months of carefully constructed lies, of 
gaining trust and then betraying it... all of it had been worthless. 

So what do I do now? Do I leave this cursed kingdom for good? 

No, Lychee thought, hatred bubbling up into his heart like the steam 
escaping the vents at the heart of the Broken Forest. I wont slink off with 
my tail between my legs. I want what I earned. And if I cant have it, I know 
whose fault it is. 

I’Il get my revenge. 
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